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Introduction
On behalf of the editorial team of the Russian Language Journal, it is with
great pleasure that we present Volume 63. The current issue of RLJ sees a
number of changes to the editorial team as well as an expansion of the kinds
of materials we publish; we hope that these changes serve both the
profession and our readers. Starting with this issue, we will include review
articles, as well as a section of shorter book reviews. Michael Gorham, our
Associate Editor, leads this effort for the RLJ. As well, there are two new
appointments to the Editorial Team: Dr. Ewa Golonka, of the Center for
Advanced Study of Language, joins us as an Associate Editor, with primary
responsibility among the team for Second Language Acquisition, Pedagogy,
and Linguistics, and I have the privilege of assuming the position of Editor,
following in the formidable footsteps of our colleague, Dr. Maria D. Lekić.
Her remarkable tenure as editor of RLJ saw the revival and renaissance of a
crucial repository of the collected knowledge of the Russian field. I am
deeply indebted to her example and her fine work in reestablishing this
journal, and — working with the worldwide коллектив of scholars of
Russian — I shall endeavor to carry on her example.
The editorial goals of RLJ remain: this journal publishes doubleblind, peer reviewed scholarship in the broad field of Russian language and
culture, covering Second Language Acquisition of Russian; pedagogy and
methodology in language and cultural studies; language policy in the U.S.
and the Russophone world; and educational and applied linguistics of the
Russophone world. The RLJ publishes articles in either English or Russian,
recognizing that our collective work must be accessible in both languages.
Finally, on behalf of the editorial team, let me express our keenest
appreciation and deep gratitude for all of the excellent submissions to RLJ,
and to the many reviewers whose invaluable advice and feedback allow the
editorial team to do its work. In closing, I commend to you the work of our
colleagues as collected here in Volume 63 of the Russian Language Journal.
William P. Rivers, Ph.D.
Editor, Russian Language Journal
Executive Director, Joint National Committee for Languages –
National Council for Languages and International Studies
wrivers@languagepolicy.org
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Traditions and Transitions:
Russian Language Teaching in the United States.
In Celebration of the Career of Dr. Victorina Lefebvre
Jason Merrill
Lora Mjolsness
In May 2012, the University of California, Irvine’s Humanities Language
Learning Program hosted a symposium entitled Traditions and
Transitions: Russian Language Teaching in the United States. The primary
impetus for the meeting was to celebrate the distinguished career of our
colleague, Dr. Victorina Lefebvre, who taught Russian language courses
at University of California, Irvine since 1984. Her retirement in June 2012
meant the symposium was an opportunity to recognize and thank her for
her unflagging decades of hard work for UC Irvine’s students. Victorina
Lefebvre, who trained in the USSR in mathematics and physics education
(M.A.) and in psychology (Ph.D.), first began to develop teaching
materials in 1975-77 for the University of California system for use in
Russian language classrooms. Every year, Victorina worked hard at
expanding and enhancing her classroom skills through frequent and
enthusiastic participation in professional development opportunities,
both at UC Irvine and through the UC system-wide Language
Consortium. She also toiled tirelessly on more than one occasion to save
the program in Russian Studies from being cut completely at UC Irvine.
She is an outstanding teacher, superb role model for fellow instructors,
and an advocate for our field. Most importantly, she has consistently
connected with her students over the years and contributed to their
education in many ways.
Traditions and Transitions featured presentations by five invited
speakers: Thomas Garza, Ludmila Isurin, Olga Kagan, Mark Kaiser, and
Jason Merrill. The speakers were asked to address current issues of
importance to our field in the context of the symposium’s two goals.
First, the symposium aimed to analyze and evaluate the current state of
Russian language teaching, in order to raise awareness of central issues.
Second, the symposium attempted to offer innovative programmatic and
pedagogical solutions to the problems brought about by the new norm of
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diminished resources, particularly in Russian programs. The symposium
was attended by foreign language instructors from throughout
California, who participated in the lively discussion after each talk.
During the concluding session, the respondents—Kathleen Dillon and
Lora Mjolsness—summarized the various successful approaches to
teaching Russian presented at the symposium and stressed the need to
bring broader attention to these innovations in order to present other
programs with information about responses to challenges in our field.
Three of the papers presented at the symposium appear in this
issue of the Russian Language Journal in their complete form. They offer
various responses to the symposium’s main questions concerning ways
instructors and programs can better structure their Russian courses.
Thomas Garza, University of Texas at Austin, presented “Keeping it
Real: Intensive Instruction and the Future of Russian Language and
Culture in U.S. Universities,” which highlights the experiment in
intensive Russian language instruction at the University of Texas
designed to bring students to functional proficiency at the end of one
academic year of instruction. Ludmila Isurin, The Ohio State University,
presented “Hits and Misses in Teaching Russian in the U.S.:
Triangulation of Instructors’, Students’, and the Enrollment
Perspectives.” Her article draws on a study conducted in 2011-2012 at
The Ohio State University, which is one of the largest Russian programs
in the United States, to assess how the enrollment data and attrition
trends are linked with language proficiency, motivational factors in
learning Russian, the role of the instructor, perception of the
Communicative Method, and the textbook used in the program. Finally,
Jason Merrill, Michigan State University, in his article, “Our Russian
Classrooms and Students: Who is Choosing Russian, Why, and What
Cultural Content Should We Offer Them?” concentrates on how students
are using Russian outside the classroom and focuses on practical
concerns, such as the types of cultural content that should be delivered in
language classes and what percentage of class time should be devoted to
them.
Discussion at the symposium focused on several important areas.
Participants felt it was important to look at flourishing programs and
determine what factors make them successful. Of the programs
discussed in these papers, one is an intensive summer language school,
another is one of the largest in the country, and one offers an intensive
4
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language track alongside a traditional sequence. Nevertheless, there are a
few key factors that link these diverse programs. The main component
for a successful program is the role of the instructor to motivate the
students to learn. A second important tenet in the articles from this
symposium is the importance of finding content that motivates students.
Since each Russian program in the U.S. is distinct, the situations
described in these articles may not be able to be applied to each and
every program in the same way. But each article presents flexible ideas
and solutions that can be adapted. If, as instructors, we are to motivate
our students, then we must learn to adapt and innovate to ensure that
our programs continue to deliver the most effective instruction possible.
The organizers of Traditions and Transitions: Russian Language
Teaching in the United States would like to thank the following sponsors:
UCI Dean of Humanities, UCI Department of European Languages &
Studies, UCI Humanities Center, UCI Office of Research, UC Consortium
for Language, Learning & Teaching, UCLA Russian Flagship, Davis
School of Russian, Middlebury College, and the UCI Humanities
Language and Learning Program under the directorship of Dr. Glenn
Levine. We would also like to thank the Russian Language Journal for
providing a venue for dissemination of these studies.
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Keeping it Real: Intensive Instruction and the
Future of Russian Language and Culture in U.S. Universities
Thomas J. Garza
Since the global economic downturn in 2008, few programs in languages
other than English in the U.S. have managed to escape the chilling effect
of shrinking budgets on academic institutions. With fewer financial
resources available to support the educational missions of language
departments, many programs nationally have either devolved into
smaller, leaner academic units at best, or at worst, have been cancelled
entirely. These dire economic times, coupled with a new incarnation of
culture wars aimed at the very heart of the relevance and value of a
liberal arts education, have compelled some university administrators
and program directors to seek innovative ways to do more in the
classroom with fewer resources in order to keep their language programs
viable, or prevent them from being cut entirely. While radical curricular
and programmatic change may smack of desperation and might seem to
be succeeding only in staving off the apparent inevitable decline of
foreign language study in the U.S., at least one pedagogically significant
development is emerging from much of this curricular “perestrojka”: a
rethinking – a reimagining – of earlier intensive methods of instruction
for our language programs that has informed the creation of an
innovative model of instruction and assessment designed to revitalize
foreign language study.
Many current models of intensive instruction in foreign language
education have their pedagogical roots in the innovative and often
controversial methods of Bulgarian psychotherapist Georgij Lozanov and
his cognitive processing-inspired “Suggestopedia,” a 1970s-era
methodology for quick memorization, internalization, and subsequent
recitation of specific data, be they mathematical formulae or foreign
language dialogs. While frequently criticized for its unorthodox
classroom practices (e.g., only twelve students in a group, comfortable
chairs, classical and baroque musical “séances,” and the assignment of
fictitious identities to students) and questionable results (some
participants found that the large amount of material that was quickly
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learned was equally quickly forgotten following the intensive
Suggestopedia course (Garza, 1984; Richards and Rodgers, 2001), the
Lozanov method’s informed a sizeable number of intensive programs
around the world through the 1980s. At the core of the method was a
fundamental notion of “freeing” learners from the affective factors of
anxiety and self-doubt that are rooted in their own personality
(личность) by using whole-brain processing of the given information
(Lozanov, 1978). By the late 1980s, as a number of Soviet foreign
language educators were reexamining this controversial method—rather
than eliminating the positive affective underpinnings of the method
together with the unorthodox classroom practices—they instead
incorporated the constructive and productive features of Lozanov’s
Suggestopedia into more practical and effective intensive methodologies.
The height of the development and classroom practice of so-called
«интенсивные методы обучения» in the Soviet Union came in the late
1980s and early 1990s, during which time language teaching specialists
such as G.A. Kitajgorodskaja promoted a theatrical, performance-based
language classroom for French (1986a) in her version of the intensive
method implemented at Moscow State University. Though the training
of sizeable groups of instructors capable of conducting these classes
proved to be difficult, at the core of her methodology was this simple
pragmatic goal: «Цель интенсивного обучения—в кратчайший срок
овладеть умениями иноязычного общения» (Китайгородская 1986b,
5). Precisely how such a lofty proficiency-oriented goal could be attained
in “the shortest term possible” without increasing learner anxiety and
stress 1 was best elucidated in the Soviet Union by E.I. Passov, who
described intensive instruction toward the goal of communicative
competence as a process embracing five characteristics: 1) all activity
involving the language must be meaningful; 2) every action in the
language must be motivated; 3) there must be active interaction between
and among participants in the speech act; 4) the artifacts present during
any communication should be authentic; and 5) such artifacts should be
used as the basis for the production of real communication (Passov 7-8).
Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986) conducted groundbreaking research in the U.S. on
the subject of language learner anxiety in general, and Spielmann and Radnofsky (2001)
presented an ethnographic portrait of learner anxiety in semi-immersion programs like
the Middlebury Summer Language Schools. Data is currently being collected from the
Intensive language programs at the University of Texas using the Foreign Language
Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) developed by Horwitz, et al.

1
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These tenets quickly became the basis for the Soviet formulation and
understanding of communicative competence in the writings of A.A.
Alkhazishvili (1988); they were also incorporated into the methodological
handbook of T.I. Kapitonova and A.N. Shchukin (1987), who described
the unique Soviet iteration of intensive instruction as: «обучение
иностранному языку, опирающееся на неиспользуемые в обычном
обучении резервы личности и деятельности учащихся» (215). In all of
these cases, the focus of the Soviet intensive methodology remained
primarily on the role and capabilities of the individual learner in the
process of gaining proficiency in a foreign language, an emphasis that
has found its place anew in contemporary U.S. language classroom
practices.
If these basic premises of the Soviet intensive models—focusing
on lowered affective factors, student-centered instruction, and copious
motivated face-to-face interaction in the language—are revisited and
updated today to accommodate and take advantage of available 21st
century instructional technologies, and the access, by means of this
technology, to unlimited sources of authentic and meaningful linguistic
and cultural input (especially via the Internet), a new, revised iteration of
the Soviet intensive methods emerges: a blended, hybrid Intensive
method. Such a model would have to take into account the shift in the
last two decades toward the goal of functional proficiency—especially in
oral competence—for our global, 21st century students. Thus, the socalled “depersonalization” of the student often associated with the
original Lozanov intensive method is necessarily replaced with a much
more student-centered, highly individualized instruction that distinguish
the current model of Intensive language and culture instruction. Given
the available access to linguistic and cultural artifacts via online
resources, the possiblity to create courses that permit and, indeed,
require students to become autonomous learners is greater now than it
has ever been.
Further, unlike most existing “accelerated” intensive courses
whose goal is to cover the same amount of material of a two-year
syllabus in one year, or the semi-immersion type of “intensive”
instruction offered at a number of university summer programs that also
attempt to cover a year of instruction in eight to ten weeks, the newer
Intensive models combine coverage of more material with appropriate
kinds of exposure to authentic input and communicative reinforcement.
The use of “Intensive” with a capital letter designates the new hybrid
9
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methodology, which draws on the organizational design and
psychological attributes of the older Soviet models, while now
incorporating a significant proportion of interactive, student-centered
activities performed online outside of class, thus fully shifting the focus
of in-class instruction to rigorous face-to-face interaction with, between,
and among the students. In addition, the new model also includes an
articulated summer “bridge course” abroad to reinforce and extend the
proficiency gains made during the academic year, following on the
successes of the national Flagship program model. While the student of
an Intensive language course does, indeed, proceed through the
equivalent of two years of coursework in only two semesters, it is the
quality of instruction that supersedes the quantity. At the base of such a
course, like its earlier Soviet counterparts, is extensive use of authentic
materials in and out of the classroom, a high concentration of multimodal input (e.g., video, audio, live native speakers, online, etc.),
extensive use of face-to-face interaction in the classroom, and a
proficiency-oriented syllabus with specific target outcome goals for each
of the language skills. While the earlier models of intensive instruction
focused primarily on the in-class portion of the course, the new
incarnation of the Intensive course features a significantly increased
amount of out-of-class assignments and projects using the language—as
much as three times the amount of time spent in class. As in the original
Soviet-era intensive methodologies, current Intensive courses rely on the
motivational force that individual work in the languages engenders in
each student, just as the development of a group identity in the
classroom provides equally powerful stimulus to perform.
Kitajgorodskaja described this crucial feature of intensive instruction as
«активизация возможностей личности и коллектива» (1986b, 11).
In addition to the traditional daily workbook-based homework
that accompanies each unit in the textbook, much of the presentation of
new material in the language, especially of grammar and lexicon, is
relegated to at-home assignments. While essential questions on grammar
are handled in the first minutes of every class, the bulk of valuable class
time is reserved for concentrated interaction in and with the language
using a variety of interfaces, such as video, audio, physical realia, and—
of course—live task-based communication. By increasing the in-class
contact time for “meaningful interaction with the language,” as Passov
and others have suggested, the true intensive potential of the course
becomes realized. Almost every minute of every hour of classtime is used
10
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for communication, primarily in the target language; talk about the
language is minimized, while talk in the language is maximized.
Such Intensive language courses, beginning with Arabic and
Persian, were first piloted at the University of Texas at Austin in the 2008
fall semester. Russian piloted its first section of Intensive Russian in fall
2010. At this writing, the list of languages being taught in the Intensive
format includes Arabic, Persian, Russian, Turkish, Hebrew, French,
Italian, Latin, and Vietnamese, with a number of other language
curricula now in the process of being revised to fit the Intensive format.
Curricula for these Intensive courses were designed to give students the
opportunity to fulfill the College of Liberal Arts’ two-year language
requirement in one year, while bringing students to appropriate
language-specific levels of functional proficiency at the end of the 30week (two semesters) program of study. Students taking Intensive
Russian complete a sequence of two six-hour courses—one classroom
hour on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and 90 minutes on
Tuesdays and Thursdays—with a proficiency goal of ACTFL
Intermediate-Mid/ILR 1 in speaking, reading, and listening. Because the
course requires substantial work outside of class in addition to the six
classroom hours, students taking the Intensive courses are advised to
take no more than six additional hours (usually two other three-hour
courses) in each semester 2. An experienced language instructor, plus a
graduate student Teaching Assistant, who participates actively in the
vigorous classroom practice and assists with the quite large amount of
grading, teaches the daily course. Following the two-semester course
sequence, for which students receive a total of 12 semester hours of
credit, students are strongly encouraged to continue and reinforce their
advanced study of Russian through the University’s five-week long
“Moscow Plus” study abroad program at Moscow International
University during the summer, before enrolling in an upper-division
On official biannual Course Instructor Surveys for the Intensive Russian courses at the
University of Texas from 2010 through 2013, students overwhelmingly responded that
the reduced course load taken during the one year of the language course did not have a
negative impact either their major requirements or their time to graduation. Several noted
that they regarded taking the course as “a worthwhile investment to be able to take
advanced courses sooner,” or “a short-term deferment of my major courses to fulfill the
language requirement in one year.” Only two individuals, both majors in Engineering,
commented that the reduced course load had affected their choice of instructors in a
required major course.
2

11
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Russian language or area content courses taught in Russian the following
fall.
Like our standard year-long first- and second-year Russian
courses, the Intensive course makes use of the two-volume textbook,
Russian Stage One: Live from Russia! vol. 1 and vol. 2 (Lekic, et al., 2008 and
2009) in the first semester, and Russian Stage Two: Welcome Back! (Dolgova
and Martin, 2010) in the second semester for the majority of grammar
and lexicon presentation, and for the cultural and conversational
material built into the video component of the text. The combination of a
very high amount of face-to-face interaction (teacher-student and
student-student) during the classroom portion is the core of the Russian
Intensive course, as well as a significant amount of time devoted to
diverse home tasks and preparation for the next class session. As clearly
stated in the course syllabus, overt grammatical and lexical presentation
are not part of the time spent in the Intensive classroom, and students
quickly realize that they are personally responsible for the advance
preparation of grammar and lexicon for the next day’s class. Students are
required to go over the presentation of grammar in the “Analysis”
section of each unit in the basic textbook, and review a designated
portion of the vocabulary for each unit at home. Supplementary online
exercise materials are provided to check their comprehension of the
relevant grammar and to practice the new lexicon before students come
to the following class.
The encouragement and promotion of the students’ autonomous
interaction3 with the language and culture is one of the main components
and a priority of the current iteration of the Intensive method. Robust
student engagement with language material—as an individual—was also
a significant tenet of the earlier Soviet intensive methods; however, the
emphasis was on students working with a live partner rather than with
virtual sources, as the Internet and web-based “interlocutors” for
autonomous interaction did not yet exist. Kitajgorodskaja describes this
crucial type of practice in her discussion of individual work using her
intensive method: «В процессе обучения учащемуся необходимо
научиться правильно оценивать своего собеседника и в соответствии

Wilga Rivers (1973) was one of the first language-teaching specialists to emphasize the
importance of learner “autonomous interaction.” Later in her 1987 work, Interactive
Language Teaching, she and other scholars described several approaches to promote and
attain such interaction in and out of the classroom.

3
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с его индивидуальными, личностными особенностями строить
стратегию и тактику общения, выбирая наиболее подходящие
формы и средства» (1986a, 159). In their current form, Intensive courses
make such interaction a significant part of the student’s assessment. On
the syllabi used at the University of Texas courses in Intensive Russian,
individual projects and the demonstration of time spent on task, such as
the Portfolio, compose 40 percent of the student’s final grade, reflecting
the importance of these activities as an integral part of the course. Thus,
in addition to preparing vocabulary and grammar at home, beginning in
Week Five of instruction, students also begin preparing small-scale
independent projects based on Internet research done entirely in Russian
on Russian websites. These projects are entirely student-centered, based
on their personal interests and preferences. For example, a student who
was devoted to her pet dog found websites and information on dog
training and dog shows in Moscow. Another student who was on our
tennis team explored online materials on Russian tennis players and
competitions. Yet another student who was a self-proclaimed film buff
explored sites for movie theatres in St. Petersburg to see what kinds of
films were playing there as compared to those playing in Austin, Texas.
For assessment purposes, the students turned in to the instructor a précis
of the material they found online, including URLs and screenshots, and
they wrote out first a bullet-point series, and later a short narrative
paragraph, of what they learned from the exploration.
To facilitate work on such projects based entirely on online
resources, beginning in Week Three of the course, students received
instruction in Russian-language computer literacy; that is, how to do
what they already do on the computer on a daily basis, but in Russian.
The self-guided materials for this instruction are available on an open
source online course, “Café Russia: Get Ready, Get Set, Go!,” produced
by the Texas Language Center and the Department of Slavic and
Eurasian Studies (Garza and Cotey, 2010) [http://laits.utexas.edu/caferussia/]. This site helps to prepare students to delve independently into
authentic, culturally-rich, websites entirely in Russian—even with only
very limited proficiency of active Russian. Students are taught through
the web-based course how to glean the specific information they need
using their limited vocabulary and grammar by taking full advantage of
their native-language skills at navigating websites to try to make sense of
the Russian equivalents.
13
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Given that university students spend an average of 26 hours per
week on social networking sites (SNS), such as Facebook (Alemán, et al.
2009), it is the goal of the Intensive course to “appropriate” some of those
contact hours and direct students to similar Russian-language SNSs, such
as «Одноклассники» and «В Контакте». These essential “web-surfing”
skills prepare students to move with relative ease into a familiar—but
now entirely russophone—virtual environment for authentic language
use outside of class. Similarly, students accustomed to using websites
such as amazon.com for ordering books quickly learn to use websites
such as OZON.ru or kniga.ru4 to shop for and purchase a book of their
choosing, spending no more than ten dollars on the purchase, for use
during the second semester for out-of-class reading. Focused, goaloriented task-based training such as this provides students with the
necessary tools not only to become more proficient in the language and
culture, but also to become academically and socially competent and
competitive as a student of Russian in the U.S., and hopefully soon as a
student in Russia, as well. Such extracurricular autonomous interaction
with the language and culture in authentic, albeit virtual, contexts
provides the student with the additional contact hours necessary to
attain the desired proficiency goals. Equally important, however, is the
affective benefit to the student of gaining confidence in negotiating
meaning in the language while exploring and using the seemingly
familiar environment of Internet websites.
The Intensive Russian course at the University of Texas at Austin
also has, like most courses at the University, a dedicated, passwordprotected Blackboard website for each section that houses all courserelated materials, from syllabus to individual assignments, from
announcements to discussion space. Figure 1 below shows the homepage
of the Intensive Russian course from 2010-11. The left-hand column
shows the menu of links to syllabus, assignments, faculty information,
grades, discussion, etc. Students begin using the Blackboard site from
day one in class to access and retrieve supplementary materials on the
Cyrillic alphabet, the Russian sound system, and basic conversational
gambits.

Instructors and students who do not wish to use international sites for credit card
purchases can use the secure U.S.-based Russian-language online stores kniga.com or
ruskniga.com to obtain books for the individual reading project.
4
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Figure 1. Intensive Russian Course Blackboard Home Page
The common space of the course Blackboard website allows the
instructor to design and organize the 15 to 20 hours per week of contact
with the language that must occur outside of class in order to create fully
the intensive format of the course and to achieve the desired proficiency
levels at the completion of the course. The initial preparation of these
materials, from identifying links to crafting task-based exercises, is a very
time consuming part of the instructor’s commitment to the course, yet is
critical to provide the necessary interaction with the language required to
achieve proficiency. The creation of task-based exercises and activities to
facilitate language acquisition and cultural literacy has become an
increasingly visible and integral part of programs nationally (Antokhin,
et al.). Once prepared and posted to the Blackboard site, most of the
materials can be reused, shared, or modified in the future, though links
must be checked periodically to make sure that they are still active and
contain the same content.
Under the heading “Course Documents” on the Blackboard site,
the student will find a wide variety of tasks that link directly to authentic
Russian websites, giving the learner access to “real Russian in use” in an
environment that is comfortable for them to use and explore. Figure 2
below shows, for example, a sampling of Day Two materials for the
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Russian course to reinforce learning the Cyrillic alphabet and cursive
writing, as well as recordings of useful classroom phrases. These tasks
are designed to encourage students to go beyond the scope of “textbook”
instruction to practice and activate—even if the material is elementary—
what they are learning. The end result, harkening back to the early days
of Lozanov’s Suggestopedia, is to lower the level of language-learning
anxiety by creating a significantly less threatening and more reassuring
learning environment for students to go outside the box of traditional
textbook and workbook exercises and materials to find additional new
and diverse sources of language input to practice and explore on their
own. Here again, the familiar environment and medium of online
materials contributes to the minimizing affective factors, such as fear of
the unfamiliar and stress associated with encountering new linguocultural material, to encourage and support the students to work with
and in the language.

Figure 2. Tasks and Links for Additional Practice
In addition to the resources provided on the Blackboard site, each section
of the Intensive Russian course created its own Facebook group with
restricted access only for members of that class. The use of a dedicated
virtual space for student-to-student interaction outside of class is
16
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essential for students to begin to develop autonomous interaction in the
language with their peers and to develop foreign language literacy skills
(Arnold). Crucially, this space is designated as a “safe” space to explore
and experiment with language use, without the anxiety of correction.
Students know that even though the instructor participates in the group
discussion, setting topics, seeing student entries, and responding to
questions, s/he does not use the space to make corrections of grammar or
style. Instead, a simple correct rephrasing or restating of an error in
language in the instructor’s comments usually suffices, and larger issues
can then be addressed at the beginning of the next class meeting. Figure 3
below shows a sample page from the Russian course’s Facebook page
and illustrates the students’ use of language near the end of the Intensive
course in week 27 of instruction. In this scenario, students were given a
prompt from the instructor to comment on the difficulties they might be
encountering in finishing their home reading projects before presenting
oral book reports to the entire class.

Figure 3. Sample Screen from Discussion Space
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Typical in this exchange is the interaction among the students in
responding to each other’s postings, rather than simply responding to
the instructor’s prompt. While some errors in grammar and style are
evident, the proficiency orientation of the Intensive syllabus is much
more palpable in the students’ willingness to use and experiment with
new language to express their thoughts.
The subject matter and discussion on the Facebook site is
especially important in the Intensive course during the second semester.
As mentioned above, before students finish the first semester of Intensive
instruction, they use a Russian-language website to search for and order
a book of their choosing for reading during the second semester.
Crucially, the student choice of a book is based entirely on his/her
personal interest; the imperative here is to encourage the student to want
to read much and as often as possible, rather than have the entire class
read from a single instructor- or author-chosen text in a published
textbook that may or may not be of interest to the majority of students.
While many current textbook authors take a great deal of care and
attention in the choice of readings selected, any single text selected
simply cannot account for the individual differences and variety of tastes
of the students in any one classroom. The instructor does approve the
students’ final choices of texts, but only to ensure that the book had
substantial text (no picture books!). All of the texts selected were
appropriate and interesting choices. Almost all students of the Russian
Intensive courses chose works of fiction from the Russian classics (e.g.,
Chekhov’s short stories, Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons, Tolstoy’s Hadji
Murad), though several picked non-fiction books related to their hobbies
(e.g., Russian rock music, Russian acting techniques). Only one student
chose a Russian translation of an American novel (Stephenie Meyer’s
Twilight). The goal of the reading assignment is not necessarily to finish
the entire book; rather, the student is given a series of tasks to facilitate
his/her reading of whatever manageable portion of the book. Guided
questions, such as «Как выглядит главный герой Вашей книги?», «Где
происходит действие в этой части книги?», and «Что Вы узнали о
главном герое в этой части книги?», help the students focus on certain
details, while moving through the larger work. Since the works chosen
varied greatly in terms of difficulty of subject, language, and length,
some students were able to read all or nearly all of their books, while
others only managed to get through a few chapters. In all cases, though,
students were required to report on their books in a prepared oral
18
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presentation of approximately five minutes. Students were required to
provide certain basic material about their book, such as title, author,
genre, characters, and plot summary of whatever part of the book had
been read, but the actual form of the presentation was left up to the
students’ imagination. Some students chose a more conservative, formal
presentation style, while others chose to speak to the class as a character
from the book, or to present their report in the form of a news feature.
Each presentation was followed by a five- minute question-and-answer
period with the others in the class. These reports and Q and A periods
were recorded on digital video for an individual feedback session with
the instructor to go over details in language use and presentational skills
in Russian.
The final student-centered component of the Intensive method is
the implementation of extensive portfolio-based assessment of individual
progress in the course. The student-produced portfolios may take the
form of an actual folder or notebook of entries, or more frequently, they
are handed in as thumb drives with data files, or even URLs of studentproduced websites of collected materials. At the base of the students’
portfolio projects is a series of web-based prompts and content-driven
tasks on the course Blackboard site. These tasks are geared to
complement the lexical, grammatical, and conversational subject matter
of the basic textbook. Figure 4 below provides a sampling of portfolio
activities from the fourth week of instruction. Each activity is composed
of 1) a topic related to one of the subjects covered in the textbook or
video unit; 2) a website URL to link the student to the authentic material
for the task; and 3) a specific proficiency-level appropriate task to focus
the students’ attention on a particular relevant part of the material in the
website and produce a final written product for the portfolio.
For example, they may be asked to go to a Russian site that sells
furniture. They might be given the task to explore a site to select pieces
for the various rooms of their Russian apartment, selecting items, colors,
and sizes from those offered on the site. They then write out their
“shopping list” and sketch out the floor plan of their newly furnished
apartment to add to their portfolio for the course. Students are required
to complete a significant number of the tasks provided on the Blackboard
site: at least 12 assignments in semester one, and at least six in semester
two. (Entries for the students’ individualized reading project replace six
of the Blackboard assignments.). In addition to the Blackboard items,
students add a similar number of other entries to their portfolios from
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other Russian language exposure they experienced, such as a short précis
of a Russian film they saw, a synopsis or recording of a conversation they
had with a native speaker over coffee, a transcript of an ecorrespondence with a student in Russia, etc. In the second semester,
entries from the individual reading projects are also added to the
portfolios. The portfolios are assessed twice each semester and constitute
a significant portion of the student’s final grade: 20 percent.5 The
portfolio once again allows the student to focus his/her language
acquisition on topics and tasks that highlight their individual interests
and strengths, adding to the student-centered focus of the course and the
attempt to keep language-learning anxiety to a minimum.

Figure 4. Portfolio Task Prompts from Week Four of Instruction
The first year of conducting the Intensive Russian course at the
University of Texas at Austin in 2010-2011 provided data from the initial
set of results from this innovative experiment. First, the Intensive course
experienced an unprecedented level of retention from the first to second
For the first semester of the Intensive Russian course, in addition to the 20% of the final
grade allocated to the Portfolio, 30% goes to Testing (15% for three unit tests; 15% for the
final exam), 15% for daily Homework, 15% for Participation (daily performance), and
20% for the Final Oral Presentation.
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“year” of instruction, as compared to the traditional year-long courses.
Of the 25 students who began the Intensive course in the fall, all but one
continued to the spring―the equivalent of a 96 percent retention rate,
compared to the usual attrition of 40 to 50 percent in the traditional
yearlong courses (from first-year to second-year). Such a favorable
outcome might be attributable to a kind of Hawthorne Effect associated
with any innovative deviation from the traditional learning environment
and syllabus; however, other languages a the University, most notably
Arabic, have experienced similar high retention rates over the last several
years of instruction, suggesting that the phenomenon is more than
merely anecdotal of the effect of student enthusiasm. While students who
choose to study a language in this intensive format are certainly, at least
to some extent, self-selecting, it is important to note that the
demographics of the initial cohort were more diverse in terms of
academic majors, colleges, and ethnicity compared to students enrolled
in the two-year sequence. Second, all of the students completing the
Intensive course were assessed at the Intermediate Mid (N = 19) or
Intermediate High (N = 5) on an ACTFL-oriented 6 Oral Proficiency
Interview, conducted by faculty examiners from other Russian language
courses. These results compare exceptionally favorably to the OPI results
from traditional second-year courses, which range from Novice High to
Intermediate Mid. Third, of the 24 students who completed the Intensive
course in 2011, eight chose to participate in our Moscow Plus study
abroad summer program to prepare further for the third-year advanced
Russian course in the fall. Significantly, this group tested at a higher level
on the Moscow International University’s own entrance placement
test―a pro-achievement measure that incorporates proficiency-based
dialogic contexts into a discreet item assessment―than any other
previous group from the University of Texas who had completed secondyear Russian. Finally, all eight of these summer study students chose to
continue to third-year Russian, together with nine of the students who
completed the Intensive course, but did not study in Russia in the
summer. Of the remaining seven students in the original Intensive
cohort, five were graduating seniors, and two chose not to continue with
Russian after having fulfilled their College language requirement. In
The individuals who conducted these OPIs had all attended ACTFL proficiency testing
training, but were not yet certified. The manner of testing was conducted fully according
to ACTFL procedures for administration and assessment of oral proficiency.
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sum, the retention rate from “second” year (since Intensive language
students have only been studying the language for one academic year) to
third year for the Intensive group was 17 out of 24 students, or 71
percent. This figure compares favorably to the usual 24 percent retention
of students in our traditional course sequence from second- to third-year
Russian. Overall, during the past two years, the total number of students
enrolled in Russian language study at the University of Texas at Austin
has not changed, with two 25-student sections of Intensive Russian
replacing two sections of “regular” first-year. While considerably more
comparative and longitudinal empirical studies of Intensive courses
across languages is certainly warranted and forthcoming, the initial
experience and results from the Russian language program have
certainly been more than encouraging, not only for the health of the
language program itself, but also for the goal of attending to increased
proficiency gains in our domestic and abroad programs.
The first decade of the 21st century has sent our profession
profoundly mixed messages: on the one hand, government officials and
language educators have advocated for intensive, immersion-style
courses in the model of the national Flagship programs (Malone, et al.
2005, “Foreign Languages and Higher Education,” 2007), and even
designated languages such as Russian as “critical” to national security;
on the other hand, budget cuts have prompted the decimation of foreign
language programs in schools and universities across the country.
Intensive courses such as those in the University of Texas model offer the
possibility of attracting students to introductory language classes that
will not only allow them to fulfill the language requirement more
readily, but also to proceed more quickly to study abroad opportunities
and/or to upper division content courses in the language, culture, and
area studies. The intensive model inaugurated three decades ago in the
Soviet Union may today provide the basis for maintaining quality
proficiency-based foreign language instruction in our schools and
universities through Intensive courses. In the words of Kitajgorodskaja
more than 20 years ago: «Интенсивное обучение затронуло ряд
актуальных проблем преподавания иностранных языков и
привлекло внимание к новым аспектам методики в целом» (1986b,
5). Perhaps now, nearly three decades later, with the technological and
pedagogical advances that have been made in language teaching, the
potential of Intensive instruction can serve the profession not only by
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“drawing attention” to how we organize our courses, but also by helping
to keep our language programs viable and robust for years to come.
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Hits and Misses in Teaching Russian in the US:
The Perspectives of Instructors, Students, and Enrollment
Ludmila Isurin
Introduction
In U.S. universities, interest in learning Russian as a foreign language has
been relatively steady over the last 50 years. The so-called “Sputnik
effect”―a surge of interest in the Russian language due to the launch of
the first Soviet sputnik in 1957 and, as a result, the shocking revelation
that the USSR might become a serious rival―is considered the beginning
of a new era, during which Russian language programs were established
at major American universities. The interest in learning Russian did not
subside during Gorbachev’s Perestroika in the mid-1980s; neither did it
weaken right after the collapse of the USSR in 1991. There was a short
period of apathy towards the Russian language and Russia, in general, in
the mid-1990s and early 2000s, when the total national enrollment in
Russian programs dropped from 44,626 students in 1990 to 24,729 in 1995
(Comer, 2012). The belief that Russia no longer poses a threat to the U.S.
and that it is turning into a democratic country, combined with an
economic recession in the U.S. in the first decade of the new century,
resulted in relatively lower enrollment rates for those years (e.g., 20062007 according to the OSU data). However, regardless of any changes in
the political climate and the relationship between the two countries, the
U.S. State Department still has the Russian language on the list of
languages critical to the country’s national security. For example, a recent
comprehensive study by the U.S. Census Bureau in 2010 (Isurin, in press)
and an open announcement of the Metaphor project by the U.S.
Intelligence Community in 2011 (IARPA-BAA-11-04) involved the
Russian language. Major government agencies come to annual job fairs
on university campuses with the intention to recruit the best foreign
language majors, and many young Americans still choose Russian as
their major. The cloud of mystery surrounding the once tightly closed
country, the exotic and challenging language, and the prospect of
landing a government job convince many students to choose Russian as a
foreign language (FL) requirement or as their specialty. Although only
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1.7% of all students studying foreign languages at the university level
choose Russian (Rifkin, 2005) and Russian programs are relatively small
compared to Spanish programs, the importance of the Russian language
for U.S. academia and the U.S. government is hard to deny. Yet, there has
been relatively little research done on Russian programs in the U.S. and
on major issues concerning the teaching and learning of Russian, as well
as other factors that may affect students’ language proficiency and their
general interest in and motivation for studying Russian.
In this article, I discuss the results of a recent study assessing the
Russian language program at The Ohio State University (OSU). The
Russian program at OSU is one of the biggest in the country, with 100120 Russian majors and 500 undergraduate students enrolled in the first
three years of courses in Russian every year. The issues raised in this
article found some reflection in earlier publications, which will be
discussed in the next section.
1. Russian language programs in the U.S.
In the last two decades, a few major issues concerning Russian programs
in the U.S. have been raised: the proficiency level attained by graduating
Russian majors and factors contributing to their success; as well as the
methodology of teaching FL in American universities. The above issues
in teaching Russian today are central to the current study.
Rifkin (2005) discusses one of the major problems faced by
Russian language programs: The question of what degree of language
proficiency students can achieve in four years of undergraduate studies.
Since the ACTFL (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign
Languages) published its Proficiency Guidelines for Speaking, Reading,
Listening, and Writing (2012)1, most American universities adapted their
curricula in order to meet the goal of language proficiency for each level
of FL classes, as well as to ensure that graduating majors reached the
desired level of proficiency. Rifkin argues that the guidelines do not
differentiate the level of difficulty that each of the foreign languages
poses to American speakers. These differences are clearly reflected in
language categories established by the Defense Language Institute,
where Romance and Germanic languages are placed in category 1 and 2,
respectively; Russian in a category 3 language; and languages such as
Chinese, Korean, and Arabic are in category 4. What those differences
1

http://actflproficiencyguidelines2012.org/ last accessed on June 25, 2013.
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translate to in practice is that the level of difficulty in learning a given
language increases with the higher category number. In practical terms,
it is assumed that a native speaker of English will need more time and
effort to learn languages placed in a higher category. However, the U.S.
higher educational system and the ACTFL Proficiency guidelines
overlook this crucial aspect. Students learning Spanish and Russian
spend the same number of hours in FL classrooms, which is about 410
hours in four years (Rifkin, 2005: 12). In contrast, the Defense Language
Institute determined that learners with average language aptitude would
need 720 hours of classroom instruction to reach the desired level of
proficiency for category 1 languages, such as Spanish and French, and
1,320 hours for category 3 languages, such as Russian. Clearly, the goal of
attaining such a high level of proficiency through classroom instruction
in the university setting becomes unattainable for a student with average
language aptitude. Rifkin (2005) demonstrates the role of immersion
programs in solving this problem. The data collected over three years in
the Middlebury Summer Language School undeniably speak in favor of
immersion programs or study abroad, in general, as a crucial factor in
reaching the desired level of language proficiency prescribed by the
ACTFL guidelines. The author furthers his argument by providing
additional findings from an earlier study conducted at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. According to that study, students without
immersion experiences completed fourth-year Russian classes with
intermediate-low listening proficiency and only intermediate-mid
reading and speaking proficiency. This is further supported by numbers
quoted by Comer (2012): among 658 students tested in 1990, the majority
performed only at the ACTFL Intermediate level of proficiency after two,
three, four, and even five years of learning Russian (140). In addition,
Comer discusses results of a different study that showed that 88% of
students with three years of Russian and 66% with four years attained
the Intermediate (Mid- or Low) rating. Moreover, only 10% of all test
takers showed an Advanced level of listening proficiency. The author
emphasizes that even in the same cohort of students, the development of
language skills is very uneven: after five years of language learning, half
of the students reached the Superior level in their reading proficiency,
but two-thirds of that group reached only the Intermediate level in
listening skills. This raises a legitimate question: are the ACTFL’s
guidelines realistic and do they set expectations that cannot be met
through classroom instruction for Russian language learners?
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Voices of discontent about the current proficiency guidelines and
the testing procedure in particular, have been raised before. One of the
disputed areas concerns the OPI (Oral Proficiency Interview). Along with
studies showing success in applying the ACTFL guidelines to measuring
speaking skills (e.g., Surface & Dierdorff, 2003), a number of publications
express a growing concern with the reliability of the existing guidelines
(Chalhoub-Deville & Fulcher, 2003; Luecht, 2003; Malone, 2003 ),
especially when those guidelines are applied to the less commonly
taught languages (Watanabe, 2003). Isurin (2012) takes this argument a
step further and argues that the high expectations placed by the ACTFL
guidelines do not reflect discourse exhibited by native Russian speakers
in a natural setting. All of the above suggest that the ACTFL guidelines
set unrealistic guidelines and may raise unrealistic expectations for
students who choose Russian as their area of specialization.
Along with the important question of the ACTFL guidelines
comes another question: how is Russian taught at U.S. universities and is
this approach optimal? Comer (2012) gives an extensive overview of the
methodologies for teaching Russian that were prevalent in the U.S. (as
well as in the USSR) since Russian programs were established in North
America in the 1960s. Over the last two or three decades, one of the most
dominant approaches to teaching FLs and the one that is important for
the present discussion remains Communicative Language Teaching
(CLT). From a theoretical perspective, CLT’s main notion rests on the
idea that language acquisition is different from language learning and
that the learner can acquire only those aspects of language that are
presented to him in a meaningful form. In practical terms, it assumes that
all communication in the FL classroom is conducted in the target
language, the negotiation of meaning is placed in a relevant context, and
the learner is given sufficient input from which he must extract linguistic
regularities or disambiguate the meaning. The role of the instructor in
such an environment becomes more that of a facilitator than a leader. The
CLT is not a theory; rather, it remains an “approach,” which leaves the
door open to a combination of other methodologies that can be used
along with CLT. As Comer (2012) notes, most FL programs in North
America have never implemented a strong “focus on meaning” version
of CLT; instead, a new direction within the CLT approach emerged in the
1990s, which is known as “focus on form.” However, despite theoretical
differences between the two approaches, the main pedagogical tenets
remain similar and place much focus on communication in the target
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language. The almost unquestionable adherence to the CLT methodology
is demonstrated by the OSU example, where annual workshops for all
incoming GTAs (Graduate Student Associate) and lecturers are held two
weeks prior to the beginning of the new academic year. All new
instructors from all FL departments must go through the same
mandatory training sessions, where the main aspects of CLT are laid out
through lectures, sample lessons, peer teaching sessions, and afternoon
sessions held by individual departments that address issues specific to
those languages. Most FL departments offer a follow-up course on
teaching methodology that is offered in the fall of the new academic year.
The course is mandatory for all GTAs and it is the university’s
expectation that foreign language teaching and learning will happen in
the same manner across all FL departments at OSU.
Comer (2012) also analyzes textbooks that were published as a
response to CLT methodology and that currently are used by most
Russian programs in the U.S. These include Golosa (Robin, Henry, &
Robin, 1994), Nachalo: When in Russia (Lubensky, Ervin & Jarvis, 1996),
Troika (Nummikoski, 1996), and Russian Stage One: Live from Moscow
(Davidson, Lekic, & Gor, 1996). A close analysis of a selected mid-book
chapter from each textbook shows that they all have roughly the same
number of communicative activities and that all textbooks reflect CLT’s
priority of contextualizing language use. The author provides some
criticism of these activities that―despite their unquestionable
value―may become a one-on-one activity between teacher and student
and leave out the rest of the group, thus rendering the whole purpose of
the activity ineffective (147). The popularity of the current Russian
textbooks is evident through their multiple editions, which reflect a
changing linguistic and cultural situation. The author singles out
Nachalo―the main material used in the Russian program at OSU―as a
textbook that underwent the biggest reorganization and now includes
multiple meaning-based activities. However, he rightly notes that
“personalized questions and role-play activities allow for learners to
express themselves in different contexts and about different subjects. It
depends entirely [emphasis added] on the teacher, however, if these
exchanges include the negotiation of meaning…” (Comer, 2012: 151).
To summarize, the prior publications and earlier studies showed
that Russian language programs in the U.S. face a few major problems,
such as unrealistic proficiency goals set by the ACTFL guidelines, the
insufficient time for language learning via classroom instruction only,
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and the inefficiency of the textbook if it is not utilized correctly by the
instructor. The current study is aimed at shedding more light on the
issues of proficiency level in acquiring Russian as a FL, textbook use, and
classroom instruction, as they are perceived by students and instructors.
2. Study
2.1 Methodology
2.1.1 Research question
The present study aims at exploring students’ and instructors’
perspectives on the same issues and answering the following questions:
- What factors attract students to and sustain their interest in
Russian? How is it reflected in the enrollment data?
- How do students assess their proficiency level? Is the instructors’
assessment the same or different?
- What is the students’ and instructors’ perspective on the teaching
methodology employed by the Russian program at OSU?
- What
changes
would
both
parties
like
to
see?
2.1.2 Site
The present study was conducted at the Department of Slavic and East
European Languages and Cultures (DSEELC) at OSU in the 2011-2012
academic years. OSU has one of the biggest Russian programs in the
nation, and Russian remains the main Slavic language offered by the
department. Each year, about 500 students are enrolled in a three-year
language program 2, 100-120 of whom are majoring in Russian, 25-30 of
whom are minoring in Russian, and other students who are taking
Russian as an FL GEC requirement (OSU requires that most
undergraduate students complete four courses of a foreign language).
Students taking Russian as a GEC requirement take the first four quarterbased courses (Elementary and Intermediate), that is RU101-104, while
majors need to complete three years of Russian. Although DSEELC offers
fourth-year Russian courses, they are not required for the degree.
The program has about 24 GTAs teaching the majority of
undergraduate language classes. All GTAs take the mandatory
university-wide training workshop and a Departmental follow-up
In order to accommodate students who may not decide on their major in their freshman
year, the program requires three years of Russian and offers the fourth year courses as
electives.
2
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methodology course described above. In addition, they are provided
with the Departmental GTA Handbook, which spells out concrete
instructional goals and intended learning outcomes for all Russian
language courses. These goals and outcomes, developed by the
Language Coordinator in consultation with the Department’s Chair, are
based on the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines for four major skills (i.e.,
speaking, listening, writing, and reading) as they relate to the curriculum
employed in the program. The textbook material (e.g., chapter numbers
and major grammar and lexical units) pertaining to an expected
proficiency level is also reflected in the departmental goals, for example,
students completing four courses of Russian (the GEC requirement) are
expected to perform, at least, at the Novice High level in all four skills,
while Russian majors completing the third year of Russian are expected
to be at least at the Intermediate Mid-level. Clearly, the goals and
outcomes developed by the department are more reflective of reality
than ACTFL’s guidelines, yet they may be quite frustrating to the learner
who unrealistically expects a much higher level of language proficiency
at the end of the three-year language program. The departmental goals
and outcomes are the key instrument in designing language courses and
they are reflected in language syllabi. DSEELC offers 3-4 sections of
elementary Russian, two sections of Intermediate Russian, and one to
two sections of third-year Russian. In addition, Russian is offered
through the Center of Individualized Instruction (I.I.), where students
study independently and at their own pace and have regular one-on-one
meetings with an instructor. On average, 35-40% of students enrolled in
Russian language courses study the language through individualized
instruction. I.I. accommodates students with conflicting schedules,
heritage speakers whose speaking abilities may outperform those of
other students in respective classes, or those learners who work better on
their own. However, Russian majors are required to take all courses in
the third-year sequence through classroom instruction.
CLT is the methodology employed by the Russian program at
OSU. The work of GTAs is supervised closely by the Language
Coordinator, who conducts weekly meetings and regular class
visitations. Moreover, GTAs teaching different sections of the same
course are expected to work in teams in order to ensure that all students
are exposed to the same material and are tested the same way. Each team
is responsible for creating new tests and giving students ample
opportunities to choose the best time for individual oral exams. Such
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teamwork has its own pros and cons: new GTAs are given a solid
support group and develop a valuable pedagogical experience in
creating new tests. On the other hand, more experienced GTAs may feel
constrained by the team rules in their desire to develop a personal
teaching style or feel frustrated by the human factor involved in any
teamwork. The GTAs’ enthusiasm in teaching and engaging students in
extracurricular activities can be demonstrated by the following examples.
There are, at least, two traditions that have been around for a few
decades and have not lost enthusiasm: a weekly Russian Table (an
informal gathering of undergraduate students and GTAs) and a
quarterly Kapustnik (talent show). Both activities are organized solely by
GTAs and aim to bring more interest and enthusiasm to undergraduate
students learning Russian.
2.1.3 Participants
Three separate groups of participants took part in the study. First,
students (N=41) completing the Intermediate Russian course (RU104, the
fourth quarter class) were offered an exit survey. Most of those students
took Russian because they chose to major in Russian (44%) or as an FL
GEC requirement (26.8%). Second, third-year Russian students, RU502
(N=15) completing the second course (out of a sequence of three) were
surveyed. Most of those students (66.7%) were Russian majors who are
required to complete the course for the degree. Finally, Russian language
instructors (N=12)3 participated in the study. On average, each instructor
has taught three to four different Russian language courses in the
program by the time of the study. For the sake of brevity, the groups will
be referred to as RU104 students, RU502 students, and Instructors,
respectively.
2.1.4 Materials and procedure
Three separate surveys were developed for each group of participants,
with the majority of the questions overlapping. Non-overlapping
questions concerned issues that were specific to each group. The number
of questions for the student groups remained the same (N=19), while
instructors were asked fewer questions (N=15) (see Appendix). The
questions were straightforward and most were in multiple choice
Not all GTAs chose to participate in the study; some teach Slavic Languages other than
Russian, while others teach Literature or Culture courses.
3
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formats, which often allowed for more than one answer. A few openended questions were analyzed qualitatively. The content of the
questions and the responses will be discussed in more detail later.
All participants were surveyed anonymously either by the author
of this paper (RU104, Instructors) or by the Language Coordinator
(RU504). Participation was voluntary and not rewarded. The results of
the surveys were analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. The
enrollment data were provided by the department upon the researcher’s
request and was analyzed quantitatively. The results of the study are
discussed in light of the above research questions.
2.2 Results
2.2.1 Why Russian?
In order to better understand the dynamic of enrollment in FL classes, we
need not only look at possible trends revealed by the enrollment data but
also to get into the learners’ minds and find out why they chose a
particular language and what they plan to do―if anything―with the
language in their post-college career. The analysis of responses from the
RU104 group showed that 44% of students came to the Russian program
with the intention of majoring in Russian and their intention has not
changed (cf.: 9.8% changed their mind and no longer plan to major in
Russian). The overwhelming majority (70.7%) find their knowledge of
Russian beneficial for their future career and 39% find Russian “exotic
and challenging,” which was what attracted them to the language in the
first place. While some students chose Russian purely to meet the GEC
requirements (26.8%) and just a few because of their heritage (12.2%),
clearly, the driving force behind choosing Russian remains its
instrumental value. This is further exemplified by how students see a
place for Russian in their future careers. This analysis was based only on
responses provided by Russian majors. The majority of RU104 students
(55.6%) are optimistic about finding a government job, while there are
fewer RU502 students who think this way (30%), and the feeling of
uncertainty in employment opportunities dramatically increases (16.7%
for RU104 compared with 40% for RU502). Surprisingly, none of the
third-year majors expressed an intention of applying to graduate
programs, whereas 27.8% of majors in RU104 did. When the third-year
Russian students were asked about the biggest hurdle they see in landing
a job related to the Russian language, the highest response rate was for
insufficient proficiency (33.3%), followed by the current economic
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situation in the U.S. (26.7%). None of the students expressed lack of
interest in finding such a job. In other words, students become less sure
they would be able to use their Russian in the job market as they
progress in the language.
If we look now at the data showing enrollment in all three-year
Russian courses over the last six years, it is clear that apart from a
sudden spike in 2009 (N=562), the numbers for the rest of the years are
rather steady (around 400-450), showing sustained interest in Russian
(Fig. 1).

Fig. 1: Enrollment (N)
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The average attrition rate for the first four courses of Elementary and
Intermediate levels is somewhat surprising: attrition rate is 33% after the
first class (RU101), followed by 28% after the third class in the sequence
(28%). The lowest attrition rate (15%) is registered after the second class
of the sequence (RU102), which would be a more logical prediction of the
spike in attrition, as the realization of the complexity of the Russian
language compared with other languages offered as a GEC alternative at
the university usually comes after the first or second course in the
sequence. Conversely, a relatively high number of students chose not to
continue with Russian after the first three years of the sequence. Given
the investment that the learner had made in the three preceding courses,
this finding is rather troubling (Fig. 2).
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2.2.2 How much Russian is enough?
The next question posed by the study concerned students’ proficiency in
Russian. It was outside the scope of this investigation to administer any
formally recognized proficiency tests to the participants. Although selfreported proficiency may be viewed as an unreliable source of
information, it is worth noting that Marian, Blumenfeld, and
Kaushanskaya (2007) analyzed the results of multiple psycholinguistic
experimental studies and concluded that self-reported proficiency did
correlate with the individual’s linguistic performance. Also, all
participants in this study reported “good” (B) or “excellent” (A) grades
in their language classes. Since the program adheres to strict proficiency
guidelines discussed earlier, we can assume that all students met
proficiency expectations in their respective classes.
First, let us look at the students’ perception of the level of
difficulty that each of the three components―pronunciation, vocabulary,
and grammar―poses to them. The majority of RU104 students (56%)
named grammar as the most difficult aspect, whereas third-year students
were split equally between grammar and vocabulary (20%). When asked
about the perceived difficulty of each component, first in the Elementary
Russian class and later in the Intermediate Russian class, students
showed more confidence in their pronunciation skills and much less
confidence in their knowledge of grammar compared with their initial
perception of the Russian language. The level of difficulty was measured
on a scale of ten, with one being easiest and ten being the most difficult.
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The results were collapsed in the following way: 1-3 – the easiest, 4-7 –
medium difficulty; 8-10 – the hardest. Figs. 3-5 present results on each
individual aspect of the language and the way it evolved over four
courses.
This resonates with the results on the RU502 group, where an
equal number of students (20%) named both vocabulary and grammar as
areas that remain the most problematic. Furthermore, the instructors
overwhelmingly named grammar as the most difficult language
component to teach (66.7%), followed by pronunciation (25%).
The next step was to look at the self-reported proficiency in each
of the four skills across both groups of students. The same ten-point scale
(1 – poor, 10 – excellent) was used for this question.

Fig. 3: Pronunciation skills (%)
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Fig. 4: Vocabulary skills (%)
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Fig. 5: Grammar skills (%)
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The analysis collapsed the results into three groups (i.e., poor,
satisfactory, and good), following the above scale. Figs. 6 and 7 give a
comparison of the skill development across the two groups.

Fig. 6: Self-rated proficiency:
RU104
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As we can see, the development of all four skills in the first four
classes follows a relatively smooth path, with listening skills presenting
more problems and speaking fewer. A striking difference here is a more
uneven distribution of acquisition success in the third-year students.
Unlike in the earlier classes, here nobody reported poor proficiency in
reading and speaking and there is a sharp spike at the middle level (80%
for all but reading, where satisfactory proficiency was reported by
66.7%). However, good proficiency in speaking was reported by a very
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low number of students in both groups (14.6% for RU104 and 20% for
RU502), which leaves speaking as neither a good nor an overly poor skill.
When asked about the least proficient area, both groups of students
named listening, with the third-year students having more difficulties
with listening comprehension (46.7% compared with 35.9% for RU104).

Fig. 7: Self-rated proficiency: RU502
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This was further supported by the Instructors’ perspective, 33.3% of
whom identified listening comprehension as the most problematic area
in students’ language proficiency in general. Both speaking and reading
seem to be improving over time, in the learners’ and instructors’ view.
However, writing poses more problems for the third-year students, and
that area was reported as the most problematic by half of the instructors
(Table 1).
Table 1
Least proficient skill (%)
Skill/Group
RU104

RU502

Speaking
Reading
Writing
Listening

26.7
6.7
20
46.7

38

35.9
15.3
15.3
35.9

Instructor’s
Perspective
16.7
8.3
50
33.3
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One of the factors that contribute to the development of language
proficiency in students is the amount of time they spend studying the
language outside the classroom. In the absence of an immersion or study
abroad program and with the limited number of hours of classroom
instruction, students are expected to put more effort into studying the
language on their own. However, as Table 2 shows, students in higherlevel classes tend to spend less time preparing for Russian classes, with
only 26.7% still spending 3-5 hours a week on Russian outside the
classroom, compared with their counterparts in RU104 (43.9% ).
Table 2
Hours spent on preparing for Russian classes (%)
Hours/Group
RU104
Less than an hour
0
1-2 hrs.
22
2-3 hrs.
26.8
3-5 hrs.
43.9
Over 5 hrs.
7.3

RU502
6.7
26.7
33.3
26.7
6.7

Studying abroad remains one of the most important factors in
pushing the learner’s language proficiency to the advanced level (Rifkin,
2005). Russian majors at the OSU who study in Russia attend our eightweek summer program in Omsk or Moscow. The results of the study
showed that the majority of the third-year students who studied in
Russia significantly improved their language skills (62.5%). Among the
major communication problems with Russians in Russia, the participants
of the study reported lack of sufficient vocabulary, poor listening
comprehension skills, pronunciation problems, and the lack of adequate
knowledge of cultural scripts and cultural etiquette. However, study
abroad programs remain highly expensive and 75.6% of the RU104
students who did not do the immersion program in Russia expressed
interest in participating in such programs if they were less expensive.
2.2.3 What works and what does not work?
The next question raised by the study concerned those factors that may
contribute to the ultimate success of FL learning. Here I would like to
triangulate three factors―methodology of teaching, the textbook, and the
role of the instructor―and look at all three through the eyes of the
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learner and the instructor. The results of this analysis are summarized in
Table 3.
Table 3
Communicative Teaching, Textbook, and Instructor (%)
Factor/Group
RU104
RU502
Instructors
CLT (very efficient)
61
80
50
Textbook “Nachalo” (very good) 14.6
N/A
8.3
Instructor (very good)
75.6
86.7
N/A
CLT found approval by all three groups of participants.
Interestingly, students tend to support the approach more than
instructors and the third-year Russian students overwhelmingly
supported the current methodology (80%). The analysis of discursive
responses suggested that some students feel that more explanation in
English is needed in earlier classes, while others express concern that
some instructors use more English than others and the use of the nontarget language makes learning the language less efficient. A separate
analysis of the instructors’ perspective on CLT and the use of English in
the classroom showed that 33.3% use English 20-30% of the time in the
classroom. According to the discursive responses, the need for English
arises when complex grammatical concepts are introduced, when an
individual student or the entire group are confused and switching to
English makes the explanation more efficient and saves time, or when
the directions for the communicative activity are too complex for the
students’ level of proficiency.
Clearly, the evaluation of Nachalo produced a very low rating
among the students and instructors (a few RU104 students clearly stated
that a change of textbook is among the most important changes that they
want to see in the program), whereas the professional level of instructors
was rated highly by both groups of students. This brings up the next
question: Which factor makes the process of learning Russian the most
enjoyable for students or the most efficient for instructors? Again, the
role of the instructor gets the highest number of responses, followed by a
general interest in Russian (Table 4).
In addition, 41.7% of the instructors pointed out that not only the
instructor’s enthusiasm and interest in teaching but also the instructor’s
personality plays a great role in the students’ success. In other words,
when the methodology of Russian teaching is placed in a larger picture
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with other variables, it is the student’s motivation to learn the language
and the instructor’s role in making the learning happen that play the
biggest role in the ultimate success of the acquisition process.
Table 4
Factors that made the process of Russian the most enjoyable (%)
Factors/Group
RU104
RU502
Instructors
Instructors
80.5
93.3
75
Method of teaching
29.3
60
33.3
Textbook
0
13.3
N/A
Size of classes
48.8
33.3
25
Ample time
36.6
33.3
16.6
General interest in Russian
61
86.7
N/A
2.2.4 What to change?
Obviously, most FL programs are interested not only in attracting
students to their classes, but also retaining them past the first Elementary
course and, hopefully, instilling enough interest for some of those to
choose the target language as their area of specialization. Thus, the
attrition experienced by the very first class (discussed earlier) becomes a
sign of the program’s success or failure. Yet, rarely do we look into
reasons behind the students’ decision not to continue with the language.
In this study, 42.9% of non-majors indicated that they will not continue
with learning Russian under any circumstances. Most of those students
either have little interest in languages or see no potential benefits of
learning more Russian. The present study was more interested in those
learners who could have become Russian majors or would have
continued with the language past the first Intermediate level course to
fulfill a GEC requirement. The analysis of the discursive responses of
47.6% of non-majors who expressed regrets in not being able to continue
with learning Russian (out of all non-majors who chose not to continue)
identified two trends: the lack of time to continue with Russian (student
took Russian classes late in their academic career, which was the case in
the present study) or the lack of belief in reaching the desired level of
speaking proficiency without an immersion/study abroad program,
which remains unaffordable for many students. This suggests that more
efforts should be made to make students aware of job opportunities and
alternative ways of getting immersed in the Russian language (e.g.
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Middlebury summer program, Indiana University or Pittsburg
University summer schools).
Currently, the Russian program at OSU does not offer classes on
Translation; Business Russian is offered quite irregularly; Pronunciation
class is offered every three years and is open only to third-year students
(since the course is not required for the degree, many students graduate
before they can take it); and the explicit teaching of culture is
discouraged in most Russian language classes. This motivated another
question: Do students and instructors feel a need for introducing such
topics/courses earlier or emphasizing them more through current
classroom instruction? Table 5 demonstrates the findings.
Table 5
Topics/themes that should be introduced earlier or emphasized more
Topics/Groups
RU502
Instructors
Translation
33.3
41.6
Pronunciation/accent correction
60
50
Culture and cultural appropriateness
26.7
58.3
Pop culture and slang
20
8.3
Russian for business
20
16.6
More than half of the third-year students (60%) and half of the
instructors expressed a need to focus more on pronunciation early on.
Also, some students provided additional feedback, saying that they
would like to see more pronunciation correction in the classroom or more
explicit teaching of pronunciation. It is worth noting that pronunciation
was not named as the most problematic area by either of the two groups
of students or by the instructors (the latter had pronunciation added to
the four skills in the question on the least proficient skill). On a side note,
as the only instructor teaching the pronunciation course in the program, I
can add that exposing students to pronunciation rules in Russian in the
third year of their Russian study creates a shocking revelation for the
students and a challenging task for the instructor. After almost three
years of FL classes, students come to this class with clearly identified
foreign accents that are often hard to correct in only one course. Thus, I
waive prerequisites and open the class to students who have completed
at least the first Intermediate level course.
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Another interesting finding concerned the discrepancy between
the Instructors’ desire to introduce more cultural etiquette and cultural
appropriateness (58.3%) and the lack of corresponding interest on the
part of the students (26.7%). Here we can suggest that only those
students who have the firsthand experience of living in Russia may be
aware of cultural differences existing between the two countries.
Besides idiosyncratic responses concerning possible changes in
the program, one suggestion clearly featured in both student groups:
students feel a need for more class meetings a week. Currently, all
Elementary level classes meet three times a week (each class session is 78
minutes long) and second- and third-year classes have two sessions a
week (117 minutes each). Intuitively―and rightly so―students identify
an undeniable effect of the learning spread over time rather than
condensed in longer but less frequent sessions, which would give them
more chances to practice their language skills in class. In other words, the
same number of contact hours spread evenly over all weekdays seem a
solution to the problem.
3. Discussion
The second decade of the 21st century made many people in U.S.
academia wonder: What is the fate of the least commonly taught
languages, including Russian? The shocking suspension of seven small
programs, including the Russian program, at the University of New
York, Albany, in 2010 made many academics in the Russian field aware
that the Sputnik era is over and that interest in Russian should not be
taken for granted, regardless of its place on the list of languages critical
to the national security of the U.S. The economic downfall, budget cuts
suffered by most academic programs, and the shrinkage of graduate
programs brought about a sobering realization that during turbulent
economic times the “survival of the fittest” law may well apply to
academia. The high cost of tuition poses a challenge to the average
American family struck by unemployment and debt. As a result, fewer
students enter the university and more students may think about their
college years as a springboard to their future professional career rather
than a few years of “passing time” in college. Moreover, most students
would like to see their future in more certain terms. Like never before,
the instrumental value of higher education becomes a necessity. To bring
the two sides of the coin together, on the one hand, the U.S. academic
world has FL programs that underwent severe budget cuts and accept
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fewer graduate students. This leads to an increase of FL class size, since
fewer GTAs who are the major power force in big universities are
available and fewer sections of the course can be offered. The increased
class size will adversely affect the proficiency level that a student can
achieve. On the other hand, bleak employment prospects, in combination
with the students’ awareness of the unattainable language proficiency
needed for job placement, may drive students away from Russian
programs. This argument may explain the relatively high attrition rate in
the last course of the GEC sequence and the rising sense of uncertainty
among third-year Russian majors reported in this study. As Rifkin (2005)
and Comer (2012) point out, the advanced proficiency level required by
most government jobs cannot be reached in three, four, or even five years
of classroom instruction.
The next step in breaking through the proficiency level depends
greatly on the availability of an immersion or study abroad program.
Long gone are the 1990s, when going to Russia with a few hundred
dollars would make the individual feel like a millionaire. Moscow is one
of the most expensive cities in the world. The cost of most study abroad
programs offered by Russian universities is equal to European costs and
unaffordable to most American students. Rifkin’s (2005) argument that
the $7,000 tuition and accommodation cost at the Davis School of Russian
at Middlebury College is a competitive solution to study abroad
programs does not sound convincing.
Where does all this leave Russian programs in their attempt not
only to survive, but also to thrive during difficult economic times? How
can we do the almost impossible under the most challenging
circumstances?
The results of the present study identified certain hits and misses
in teaching Russian in one of the nation’s biggest programs. The first big
concern is the proficiency level that students expect to reach and that the
program fails to provide. Maybe it is time to openly admit that the
unrealistic goals set by the ACTFL guidelines need to be revisited and
adjusted to each specific language category based on its complexity and,
consequently, the number of academic hours needed for its mastery.
Here I would join Rifkin’s (2005) call to reinterpret those guidelines in
light of the ceiling effect that should be different for each language.
Next, more realistic learning goals and outcomes, such as those
established by the OSU Russian program, need to be spelled out clearly,
not just in the GTAs’ Handbook, but also to those learners who start the
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challenging journey of learning Russian. I can hear voices of concern:
Would the prospect of never achieving the desired high level of
proficiency drive students away from Russian programs and lead to a
drop in enrollment and, as a result, expose the vulnerability of small FL
programs? Clearly, there is a big threat that this can happen. However, if
early on the learner is informed about the level that he is likely to reach
through only classroom instruction and knows about a way this
proficiency level can be advanced, he may put more effort into studying
the language and finding additional resources to improve his skills.
Practice shows that students can be rather resourceful if they are driven
enough. As an illustration, a few years ago an OSU student who could
not afford to go to Russia and study Russian in an immersion setting
moved for a short period to Brooklyn, NY, where she found a Russian
roommate and worked on her Russian while living in the heart of the
biggest Russian community in the U.S. I do not promote the idea of
sending our students to Brooklyn instead of Russia. The point I am trying
to make is that when faced with their realistic prospects, students can
become more motivated and more creative in improving their Russian.
Another approach would be to inform undergraduate students
more about graduate school options. To my surprise, most of them
remain unaware of the financial benefits or professional opportunities
that graduate schools offer. We should admit that increasingly the U.S.
undergraduate degree is becoming insufficient for landing good jobs.
Most private sector companies and, above all, government agencies
require at least an M.A. degree. Hard economic times struck graduate
programs more than undergraduate ones in the U.S. They will―and
probably should―remain highly competitive. However, one cannot
deny the fact that graduate students have more advantages to improve
their proficiency level through additional Advanced level classes and the
ACTR study abroad program. I do not promote the idea that all students
entering the program should get their Ph.D. degrees and become
professors; nor do I expect that all undergraduate students should
consider graduate school. On the contrary, I believe that an additional
two years in the program at the graduate level will increase students’
chances of being professionally employed. Not everyone can take
advantage of this opportunity, but it is our responsibility to talk to our
majors and inform them about it. The fact that none of the surveyed
majors a year before their graduation considered graduate school is
rather troubling.
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The typical Russian program also should undergo certain
changes. So far we have seen that CLT found support among students
and instructors. The triangulation of three factors―method, textbook,
and the role of the instructor―showed the tremendous role of the
instructor in students’ success. The high rating that instructors received
in this study shows that the method employed by the program and the
textbook used for Elementary Russian become secondary and may be
overwritten by the instructor’s enthusiasm for teaching or even by the
instructor’s personality. Such an almost unanimous vote of confidence
received by instructors in the present study suggests that the OSU
emphasis on training GTAs prior to their teaching in the program, along
with careful coordination of their work throughout the academic year,
produces fruitful results.
Another trend identified by the study concerned new or early
introduced courses. The learner’s awareness of insufficient fluency and
proficiency may come from the perceived or―as often is the case―real
accent. Lack of explicit teaching of phonetic and phonological rules in
Elementary Russian classes leads to fossilization of the learner’s accent.
Moreover, the ACTFL guidelines do not emphasize accurate articulation
as one of the goals or global tasks for any level of proficiency, including
the Superior level. Such a neglect of the pronunciation aspect of the
language is indeed based on the ACTFL’s standards. The question
remains: Should we adhere blindly to those standards or should we
follow the learners’ need and our belief that language learning is not only
about vocabulary and grammar, but also about other elements of fluency,
whether perceived by the learner or incorporated in the ACTFL’s
standards? I am leaving this question open for my readers.
The results of the study discussed in this paper do not provide a
panacea for all problems faced by Russian programs in the U.S.
Moreover, not all potential problems were revealed or even studied at
great length in this research project. I am opening the floor for colleagues
in other Russian programs to share their concerns and offer possible
solutions. My goal was to give a glimpse into the hits and misses in
teaching Russian in one of the biggest Russian programs in the country,
and to start a constructive dialogue that could shed more light on
existent problems.
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Our Russian Classrooms and Students:
Who is Choosing Russian, Why, and What Cultural Content
Should We Offer Them?
Jason Merrill
Language instructors are well aware of the many challenges facing our
profession. Financial pressures and fluctuating enrollments have caused
many institutions to look critically at their language programs and
curricula. Adding to these concerns is the lingering sentiment in some
areas that foreign languages are not something that “you (really) need to
know,” as Lawrence Summers stated in 2012 (Summers). Colleagues
have produced impassioned defenses of the many benefits of language
study (e.g. Geisler 2012), but ultimately we, as a profession, need to
combine such efforts with the most effective and relevant language
instruction we can provide. Geisler is not alone in pointing out that
language study is all the more crucial in our world of shifting
geopolitical power structures where technology and a global economy
increasingly bring various cultures into contact with each other. One way
we can demonstrate relevance and effectiveness is by providing
instruction that emphasizes the connections between the target language
and the culture(s) in which it is spoken.
One of the most influential pedagogical innovations of the past 25
years is the formulation of the concept of Content-Based Instruction
(CBI). In language classrooms CBI “refers to the concurrent study of
language and subject matter, with the form and sequence of language
presentation dictated by content material” (Brinton et al. 2003, ix).
Practitioners of CBI enjoy its flexibility because it is not one concrete
approach but rather “a continuum” (Brinton et al. 2003, 246) that includes
“sheltered content courses, adjunct courses, theme-based and area
studies modules, Language for Special Purposes (LSP), discipline-based
instruction, and foreign languages across the curriculum (FLAC)”
(Stryker and Leaver 1997, 3) as well as “content-enriched instruction”
(Dueñas 2004, 75).
Those who have worked with CBI praise its effectiveness.
Students in CBI courses have been shown to acquire language at no less
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than the rate of those in traditional language classes while also gaining
cultural knowledge; at the same time CBI increases students’ motivation
and makes the learning process more enjoyable (Stryker and Leaver 1997,
5, 14; Brinton et al. 2003, 214-215). CBI has been shown to be an effective
model for working with heritage speakers (Angelelli and Kagan 2002,
216) and can be used in beginning language classes (Leaver 1997). CBI
can also have more of a long-term impact because it “aims at
empowering students to become independent learners and continue the
learning process beyond the classroom” (Stryker and Leaver 1997, 3).
Professional organizations have adjusted the goals of language
learning to reflect the field’s emphasis on connecting language
instruction with cultural content. The American Council on the Teaching
of Foreign Languages’s (ACTFL) “Five C’s of Foreign Language
Education” (published in 1996) include Cultures, because students
“cannot truly master the language until they have also mastered the
cultural contexts in which the language occurs,” and Connections, which
encourage students to “recognize the distinctive viewpoints that are only
available through the foreign language and its culture” (ACTFL
Standards). The Modern Language Association’s (MLA) “Foreign
Languages and Higher Education” report (2006) sets “translingual and
transcultural competence” as a necessary outcome of language teaching
(MLA). The Common European Framework (adopted in 2002) divides the
cultural knowledge that students should possess into “declarative
knowledge (savoir),” which includes sociocultural knowledge and
intercultural awareness, “skills and know-how (savoir-faire),” and
“existential competence (savoir-être)” (2001, 101-106).
Regardless of model, most teachers and Second Language
Acquisition (SLA) scholars agree that cultural content is inseparable from
language study. One question that naturally arises at this point concerns
the types of content that should be offered in the language classroom.
The existing literature offers limited guidance. The MLA suggests that
instructors “situate language study in cultural, historical, geographic,
and cross-cultural frames within the context of humanistic learning”
(2006, 4). The MLA report provides “one possible model” of
competencies a student “should” have mastered to be able “to read a
cultural narrative” (2006, 4-5). The Common European Framework also
devotes several pages to the question of what cultural content should be
taught (2001, 101-104), but gives a similarly general and lengthy catalog
of topics. Such broad lists provide excellent food for thought, but how do
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instructors prioritize and decide what cultural content to provide during
the limited contact hours they have with students?
In the CBI classroom the “learner’s needs are the hub around
which the course materials revolve” (Brinton et al. 2003, 3). Brinton,
Snow, and Wesche argue that true CBI “takes into account the interests
and needs of the learners” and “incorporates the eventual uses the
learner will make of the target language” (2003, ix). They ask, however,
“How can we know which topics will be of interest to our students?”
(2003, 1).
One strategy is to poll students at the beginning of each semester,
to ask them about their majors, outside interests, and career goals. While
such a poll yields information specific to each group of students, this
approach leaves little time for course preparation, and CBI depends
heavily on materials tailored to each topic.
Another strategy is to poll current and former students to find out
not only about interests but also about how these students have been
using the target language outside and after formal classroom study. I
created a survey consisting of 67 questions that examine how students
envisioned using Russian when they first started studying Russian, how
they are using Russian today, and how they would like to be using
Russian in the future. A request to complete the survey was e-mailed to
1,191 students who studied Russian in the summer immersion program
of the Middlebury College Kathryn Wasserman Davis School of Russian
between 1991 and 2011. Of these, 584 addresses were rejected, meaning
that the request to complete the survey reached at most 607 former
students. Of these 607, 169 replied, a 27.8% response rate. In order to
assure students that the survey was completely anonymous, I did not ask
them to identify their home institution, but in an average summer the
School of Russian welcomes students from over 70 U.S. institutions,
others from outside the United States, and many professional and nontraditional students. This diversity assures that a range of students and
backgrounds are represented in the survey. The students’ replies to
questions about why they started taking Russian, how they have used
Russian, and about the content taught in their Russian classes can help us
plan the content we cover in our language classes in order to best
prepare our students for how they are using Russian today and would
like to be using it in the future. The more we know about our students,
the better we can prepare our language classes and keep them relevant
for the realities of today’s students and the challenges they face.
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Of the 169 students who took the survey, there were 110 women
and 56 males (not all students answered all the questions). The average
respondent age was 29.46 years, the median age 28 years. The
respondents represent a group committed to the study of Russian: the
average respondent had completed over 6.5 semesters of Russian and
almost 76% have studied or worked in Russia.
Why do students begin taking Russian?
In order to better prepare our students, it is useful to understand what
attracts them to our beginning Russian language classes. Respondents
were asked to rank their top three reasons:
All Respondents: Why did you start taking Russian?
Please rank your top three reasons (n = 158)
Reason
% ranked
first
Other
17.7
I wanted to use Russian in my future
15.8
employment
I wanted to read Russian authors in the
12
original
I was interested in Russian history
9.4
It sounded exotic
8.8
It sounded fun
7.5
I wanted to expand my understanding of
6.9
the world
I wanted to visit Russia
5.6
I wanted to work in Russia
4.4
I have Russian friends
3.1
The language I wanted to take was full /
2.5
not offered / conflicted with other courses
I wanted to become a teacher of Russian
1.8
history, culture, politics, or economy
I wanted to become a teacher of Russian
1.2
I am of Russian heritage
1.2
No particular reason
0.6

52

% ranked in
top three
27.2
38.6
26.5
31
25.3
23.4
31
25.3
18.9
8.8
6.3
5
5.6
5.6
6.3
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The fact that “Other” received the most first-place selections confirms
that students choose Russian for a wide range of reasons. Students were
asked to elaborate, and several cited their overall love of languages,
previous interest in aspects of Russian culture, teachers who inspired
them to study Russian, or involvement in area studies programs—mostly
Central Asian—for which Russian was one possible language. But many
reasons were less predictable, such as “I wanted to know what the
Russian kids were saying when we played against them in high school
basketball” or “I was browbeaten into it by a prescient professor.”
A desire to use Russian in future employment was cited by over
15% of respondents, but this focus on employment was immediately
followed by several less job-oriented reasons, such as interest in Russian
literature and history and Russian’s reputation as exotic or fun. These
findings fit well with those reported anecdotally by Scott Jaschik in
“Russia(n) Is Back” in December 2009. Jaschik interviews several Russian
professors who reported that their students planned to use Russian in
their work (here Russian’s designation as a “critical language” has raised
its profile), yet still were interested in Russian literature. He adds that
these same professors indicated more frequently than in the past that
students were taking Russian “for more personal and practical reasons.”
Only 1.2% of the Middlebury respondents reported taking
Russian because they are of Russian heritage. The School of Russian’s
heritage learner numbers may be lower than at many programs; for
example Liudmila Isurin (2013) shows that 12.2% of students who took
Russian at The Ohio State University did so because they are of Russian
heritage. It is possible that heritage students enroll in Russian programs
at their own universities but do not seek intensive language programs at
other institutions, especially because several universities are able to
provide separate courses for heritage speakers, which the School of
Russian is unable to do.
Some gender differences emerge when we separate the answers
give by women and men. Over one-fifth of women chose “Other” as the
reason for taking Russian, with the desire to use Russian in future
employment and reading Russian literature still important, but a more
distant second and third:
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Women: Why did you start taking Russian?
Please rank your top three reasons (n = 104)
Reason
% ranked
first
Other
22.1
I wanted to use Russian in employment 15.3
I wanted to read Russian authors in the 14.4
original
It sounded exotic
8.6
I was interested in Russian history
7.6
I wanted to expand my understanding
6.7
of the world
It sounded fun
6.7
I wanted to visit Russia
4.8
I have Russian friends
3.8
The language I wanted to take was full / 1.9
not offered / conflicted with other
courses
I am of Russian heritage
1.9
I wanted to become a teacher of Russian 1.9
history, culture, politics, or economy
I wanted to work in Russia
0.9
No particular reason
0.9
I wanted to become a teacher of Russian 0.9

% ranked in top
three
36.5
35.5
26.9
24
28.8
33.6
25.9
25
10.5
6.7

6.7
3.8
13.4
5.7
4.8

The picture looks different when men described why they started taking
Russian:
Men: Why did you start taking Russian? Please rank your top three
reasons (n = 52)
Reason
% ranked first
% ranked in top
three
I wanted to use Russian in
17.3
44.2
employment
I was interested in Russian
13.4
36.5
history
I wanted to work in Russia
11.5
30.7
It sounded exotic
9.6
28.8
54
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Other
I wanted to read Russian
authors in the original
It sounded fun
I wanted to visit Russia
I wanted to expand my
understanding of the world
The language I wanted to
take was full / not offered /
conflicted with other courses
I wanted to become a teacher
of Russian history, culture,
politics, or economy
I wanted to become a teacher
of Russian
I have Russian friends
No particular reason
I am of Russian heritage

9.6
7.6

9.6
26.9

7.6
7.6
5.7

17.3
25
25

3.8

5.7

1.9

7.6

1.9

7.6

1.9
0
0

3.8
7.6
5.7

Based on these answers, men appear to be more focused on employment
when they choose Russian. Their top reason for starting Russian was to
use it as part of their future employment. Far fewer men selected “Other”
as the reason they began studying Russian; while this was the first
answer for women, for men it was fifth, slightly below the fact that
Russian sounded exotic. Men showed less interest than women in
reading Russian authors in the original and more interest in Russian
history.
Male students’ focus on future employment stands out further
upon examination of the more specific category “I wanted to work in
Russia,” which was selected as the top reason for choosing Russian by
only one female respondent, whereas for men this was the third most
popular reason, selected first by over 10%. Combining the two questions
regarding employment means that using Russian in work was the
primary reason almost 29% of men began taking Russian, whereas only
16% of women began Russian for this reason.
Younger students represent an important group because they are
our current students or relatively close to them in terms of age and
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experience with Russian. Therefore, I looked at the responses of those
who are 25 years of age or younger:
Respondents 25 and under: Why did you start taking Russian?
Please rank your top three reasons (n = 56)
Reason
% ranked
% ranked in top
first
three
I wanted to use Russian in
16
39.2
employment
I wanted to read Russian authors in 16
32.1
the original
It sounded fun
12.5
26.7
Other
12.5
23.2
I wanted to expand my
8.9
35.7
understanding of the world
I was interested in Russian history
7.1
28.5
It sounded exotic
7.1
19.6
I wanted to become a teacher of
5.3
7.1
Russian history, culture, politics, or
economy
I wanted to visit Russia
3.5
25
I have Russian friends
3.5
3.5
I wanted to work in Russia
1.7
21.4
No particular reason
1.7
10.7
I am of Russian heritage
1.7
8.9
I wanted to become a teacher of
1.7
7.1
Russian
The language I wanted to take was
0
1.7
full / not offered / conflicted with
other courses
For younger respondents, the desires to use Russian as part of future
employment and to read Russian authors in the original are tied for first
place among reasons for signing up for Russian. Younger students
frequently mentioned expanding one’s understanding of the world and
an interest in Russian history, but these categories had far fewer firstplace selections, showing that for this age group these are important, but
secondary, reasons for starting Russian. The same is true of working in
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Russia; only one of our younger students selected it as their first reason
for taking Russian, but 21.4% of them ranked it in their top three. One of
eight younger students started taking Russian “because it sounded fun,”
a higher percentage than overall, something Russian programs might
keep in mind when developing recruitment materials and activities.
Responses to the question of why students start taking Russian
suggest a consistent range of reasons among which the emphasis shifts
over time. Our students begin taking Russian for many personal reasons,
to use it as part of future employment, and because of their interest in
literature and history, and Russian’s reputation as an exotic language.
The survey suggests that our younger students are not becoming more
job-oriented than their older peers and also are attracted to Russian by
Russian literature and culture, much like students 15-20 years ago. This
consistency is good news for instructors of Russian as we plan what
content to offer in our classrooms. However, we need to be ready for the
changing types of jobs our students may be finding and for the new
technologies in which they will be using Russian.
Where are students using Russian?
Fifteen percent of respondents reported currently living in an area where
Russian is spoken. When asked to identify where, they listed a wide
range of places. Moscow and Kazakhstan each were mentioned by four
respondents, followed by Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, St. Petersburg, Boston,
and New York City, all of which were listed twice. Mentioned once were
Russian cities such as Kazan’, Vladivostok, and Krasnodar, the Chuvash
Republic, and others such as Berlin, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. The
traditional centers of Russian language study, Moscow and St.
Petersburg, represent less than one quarter of the “Russian-speaking”
areas where our students are likely to be using the language they learn in
our classes. When we are preparing our students for places where they
will likely use their Russian we need to study areas beyond Russia’s
“two capitals,” because it is likely that many of our students will speak
Russian there.
Future Plans: Where do our students hope to work?
Respondents were asked if they planned to use Russian in their future
employment when they began taking Russian, and 70.6% said yes. A
total of 80.7% of males reported planning on using Russian in their future
employment, as did 66.6% of women. Over three quarters (76.7%) of
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students 25 and younger planned on using Russian in their future work.
Those who answered affirmatively were asked to rank the top three areas
they hoped to work in:
All respondents (who planned on using Russian in employment): What
area did you HOPE to work in when you started taking Russian?
(n = 109)
Area
% ranked first
% ranked in top
three
Government service (abroad –
27.5
65.1
diplomatic work)
Education
22.9
35.7
Government service (domestic
15.5
46.7
organizations such as the
Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or CIA)
Other
9.1
12.8
Non-government organizations
8.2
53.2
(NGOs)
Business
8.2
24.7
Humanitarian Organizations
5.5
30.2
Journalism
2.7
13.7
Military
0
5.5
Aerospace
0
0
Government service, both abroad and domestic, represents a large area
of focus for those hoping to use Russian in their future employment
when they start taking Russian. Education is the only area that came
close in terms of first-place selections, and it is apparent that for those
who choose education it is a priority, because while nearly 23% selected
it as their first choice, only 35.7% listed it in their top three, meaning that
most who are interested in education see it as their first choice. Much the
opposite trend is visible with NGO’s; few listed working for one as a first
choice, yet over half named them in their top three. Apparently, many
students see working for an NGO as a fall-back option, and the survey
answers show that many more who go on to work with Russian will
eventually be employed by an NGO than originally saw this option as
their first choice.
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A few gender differences are notable in the areas where men and
women hoped to use their Russian in employment.
Women (who planned on using Russian in employment): What area
did you HOPE to work in when you started taking Russian? (n = 67)
Area
% ranked first
% ranked in top
three
Government service (abroad –
28.3
61.1
diplomatic work)
Education
25.3
41.7
Government service (domestic
14.9
44.7
organizations such as the
Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or CIA)
Non-government organizations
11.9
56.7
(NGOs)
Other
10.4
16.4
Humanitarian Organizations
5.9
38.8
Business
2.9
16.4
Journalism
0
13.4
Military
0
2.9
Aerospace
0
0
Women’s top three choices closely paralleled the overall numbers; for
women the goal of working for an NGO was fourth, slightly ahead of
“Other.” Under “Other” women listed various additional reasons for
taking Russian, including two who said “I had no idea,” “I wanted to use
Russian in my own research,” and “I wanted to work in translation” (one
added that this career path did not work out). “I wanted to use Russian
in my own writing,” “oil/gas,” and “graphic design” were each
mentioned once.
Men selected the same top three reasons, although with less interest in
education and more in domestic government service, but then
emphasized reasons that were less popular with women. For men, fourth
and fifth places are occupied by business and journalism, two areas that
enjoyed almost no popularity among women. On the other hand, NGO’s
and humanitarian organizations were of much lower interest to men,
especially as a first choice. Only three men selected an “Other” area in
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which they hoped to use Russian: two said they had “no idea” and the
third expressed an interest in working in “Arts and Cultures:
Museums/Journals.”
Men (who planned on using Russian in employment): What area did
you HOPE to work in when you started taking Russian? (n = 41)
Area
% ranked first
% ranked in
top three
Government service (abroad –
26.8
73.1
diplomatic work)
Education
19.5
24.3
Government service (domestic
17
51.2
organizations such as the
Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or CIA)
Business
17
39
Journalism
7.3
14.6
Other
7.3
7.3
Non-government organizations
2.4
46.3
(NGOs)
Humanitarian Organizations
2.4
14.6
Military
0
9.7
Aerospace
0
0
More than three quarters of respondents 25 years old and
younger (76.7%) replied that they planned to use Russian in their future
employment when they began studying it. Our younger students are
even more focused on the three employment choices most popular
overall. Students who want to use Russian in their future employment
see government service as the most desirable venue for their Russian
skills, followed by careers in education. Other areas are less popular,
possibly because there is less awareness of them among those beginning
Russian. One of the goals of our content choices could be to raise
awareness of career paths other than government work and education.
Another goal could be to include content areas related to government
work and education, such as current events, mass media, Russian
politics, and the Russian educational system:
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Respondents 25 and under (who planned on using Russian in
employment): What area did you HOPE to work in when you started
taking Russian? (n = 40)
Area
% ranked first
% ranked in top
three
Government service (abroad –
37.5
77.5
diplomatic work)
Education
27.5
37.5
Government service (domestic
15
50
organizations such as the
Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or
CIA)
Other
10
17.5
Non-government organizations 5
52.5
(NGOs)
Business
5
12.5
Humanitarian Organizations
0
22.5
Journalism
0
12.5
Military
0
7.5
Aerospace
0
0
Russian Use Outside the Classroom: Current Employment
The survey sought to discover how students use Russian outside the
classroom. Half of the students reported that they use Russian in their
current job or educational program. They were asked to rank the top
three ways. These numbers suggest content related to these fields we
might consider including in our curricula, including following the news
(including analyzing interviews), occasional translation exercises, or
Russian polling resources. For example, wciom.ru has examples of recent
polls on a wide range of social questions, archived polls, and
questionnaire games my students have enjoyed playing:
All respondents who use Russian in their current job or educational
program: How do you use Russian? Please rank the top three ways by
time spent (n = 77)
Way use Russian
% ranked first
% ranked in top three
Field research
29.8
45.4
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I am still formally
studying Russian
Following the news
Teaching
Other research
Translation /
Interpreting
Survey work

25.9

45.4

12.9
11.6
10.3
7.7

55.8
19.4
53.2
49.3

1.2

3.8

71.4% of students reported being currently employed, not
necessarily using Russian in their work. I asked employed students to
report in which area they were currently working:
All respondents who are employed: In what area do you work?
Choose all that apply (n = 115)
Area
% that work in that
area
Education
34.7
Other
23.4
Business
22.6
Non-government organizations (NGOs)
17.3
Government service (domestic organizations
7.4
such as the Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or CIA)
Humanitarian organizations
3.4
Government service (abroad – diplomatic
3.4
work)
Journalism
2.6
Military
1.7
Aerospace
0
These numbers reveal several trends. First, fewer than 11% of students
report working in government service (domestic and abroad), a number
that is far lower than the 43% who hoped to work in government service
when they started taking Russian. This trend is particularly evident in
government service abroad, which was the most popular choice among
every group beginning Russian, but, depending on the group, for every
eight students initially interested only one ends up in such a career. On
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the other hand, more students work in education, business and for NGOs
than originally planned, likely a result of the students discovering more
about these areas as they study Russian and also a reflection of the
realities of the current job market.
It is important to remember that even when students are not
using the Russian language in their work, the content provided by our
CBI can help students in their careers. Some of the other areas where our
students are working include legal (five mentions) and health care (two),
along with consulting (media, engineering, translation), theater, social
services, commercial aviation, design, accounting, and tourism.
Of those who are currently employed, 44.3% report using Russian
in their work.
All respondents who use Russian in their employment: In what area
do you work?
Choose all that apply (n = 52)
Area
% that work in
that area
Education
42.3
Business
23
Non-government organizations (NGOs)
19.2
Other
17.3
Humanitarian organizations
5.7
Government service (domestic organizations such
5.7
as the Department of Commerce, Department of
Justice, FBI or CIA)
Government service (abroad – diplomatic work)
3.8
Journalism
3.8
Aerospace
0
Military
0
Those who selected “Other” use Russian in legal and health care
professions, as well as social services, accounting, and engineering
consulting.
Russian Outside the Classroom: Free Time
In addition to how students could use Russian in future employment,
another area of interest is how our students are using Russian outside
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work and the classroom. Many respondents (70.7%) reported using
Russian in their free time and I asked them to describe how:
All respondents who use Russian in their free time: How do you use
you Russian in your free time? Choose all that apply (n = 111)
Activity
% that engage in
the activity
I watch Russian films
72.9
I listen to Russian music
67.5
I read Russian web sites
66.6
I follow Russian news
64.8
I speak Russian with friends
64.8
I read Russian literature for pleasure
45
I watch YouTube videos
44.1
I correspond with Russian friends
42.3
I Skype with Russian friends
21.6
I read Russian non-fiction (other than news) for
15.3
pleasure
I participate in Russophone Internet-based
9
communities, including social media or gaming
communities
Other
9
I speak Russian with family members
8.1
Outside the classroom, students use Russian in a range of ways that
could lend themselves to exercises or homework assignments. Under
“Other,” students mentioned reading Russian poetry, conducting
historical research, listening to Russian radio via the Internet, studying
Russian language books, and “at CamRuSS events.” Two said they use
Russian at the theater, while one simply wrote “banya” (the bathhouse).
Instructors could consider constructing exercises that involve the
activities cited above. If we expose students to these resources, they will
be better able to continue to use them outside of class. At the beginning
of the summer or when facing graduation, students frequently ask about
ways to maintain their language without formal study, and these
activities can form part of the solution to this problem. Such activities can
be conducted by student groups; for example, Michigan State
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University’s Russian Club conducts regular Skype exchanges with the
Russian-American Center at the Gorky library in Volgograd.
Only 9% of respondents reported that “I participate in
Russophone Internet-based communities, including social media or
gaming communities,” yet when all students were asked specifically “Do
you use Russian in any social media sites?” 38.2% replied positively.
Their use of Russian is concentrated in a few social media sites:
All respondents who use Russian on social media sites: on which sites
do you use Russian? List all that apply (n = 60)
Site
% that use Russian
on that site
Facebook: www.facebook.com
81.6
V kontakte: www.vk.com
38.3
Twitter: https://twitter.com/
10
Odnoklassniki: http://www.odnoklassniki.ru/
3.3
Tumblr: https://www.tumblr.com/
1.6
Live Journal: http://www.livejournal.com/
1.6
Mir tesen: http://mirtesen.ru/
1.6
Znakomstva: http://znakomstva.ru/
1.6
Our students overwhelmingly use Facebook and V kontakte. According to
2010 data, Russians lead the world in average time spent on social
networking sites (comscore.com 2010), 9.8 hours per month, double the
worldwide average. In March 2012 The Moscow Times declared Russia “a
leader in social media use” (Moscow Times). Given the large role social
media played in events surrounding the Duma and presidential elections
of late 2011 and 2012, these numbers should continue to grow. Twice as
many students 25 and younger (56.6%) report using Russian on social
media sites than those over 25 (28.7%), so social media use of Russian is a
growing trend that we should take into account.
Even the small number of social media sites listed by respondents
represents many possibilities for classroom or homework exercises. For
example, almost every figure along the political spectrum in Russia
today has a Twitter account and sends regular feeds, from official
positions such as the Russian president (@KremlinRussia) to parodies of
them such as @KermlinRussia. In the fall of 2012, my advanced Russian
class at Michigan State followed the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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(@MID_RF) and two other feeds from a recommended list. Students
submitted weekly summaries of the tweets, including a detailed analysis
of one tweet and a list of five new words learned. My students made
positive comments about this exercise on their evaluations; they enjoyed
taking part in events and news stories as they developed, along with
combining their Russian studies with contemporary media that is well
suited to the smartphones many of them carry.
Respondents were asked about other ways they use Russian:
All respondents: other ways students use Russian in their free time (n
= 156)
Do you currently use Russian…
% who responded positively
…with friends?
66.6
…in your community?
33.9
...with relatives or significant others?
16.6
Two-thirds of our students report using Russian with friends. When
asked to identify places where they met their Russian-speaking friends,
71.1% replied at college, 47.1% through friends, 38.4% at work, and 8.6%
through family. Only 6.7% reported meeting Russian friends online. The
32.6% who selected “Other” mostly identified meeting Russian-speaking
friends in Russia, usually in the context of a study abroad program.
Approximately one-third responded that they use Russian in
their community. They do so in various ways; several use Russian at
religious services, and work with local immigrant groups (including
teaching English) and as volunteers at hospitals. Those currently living in
Russia make up approximately 25% of this group, and they also
regularly use Russian outside their homes.
One in eight students reported using Russian with family
members or significant others. When asked to elaborate, roughly half of
students in this category reported speaking Russian with family
members and half with partners or significant others.
The answers to these questions tell us much about why our
students begin taking Russian and how they use their language skills.
Now that we know more about our students, we can look at what we are
teaching them and explore ways we can better connect the content we
offer with what they need and desire.
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Cultural Content: What Are We Teaching?
82.7% of respondents reported taking Russian at their home institution
(i.e., not only at Middlebury), and 86.4% of those who took Russian
elsewhere reported that cultural content was taught in the highest-level
Russian class they took at their home institution. First, I asked students
how much of their class time was devoted to cultural content:
What percentage of your highest-level Russian class at your home
institution would you say was devoted to cultural content? (n = 107)
between 26 and 50%
39.2
over 75% of the time
22.4
25% or less
20.5
between 51 and 75%
17.7
Next I asked all students to identify the ideal percentage of class time to
devote to cultural content:
What percentage of language classes should be devoted to cultural
content? (n = 142)
between 26 and 50%
55.6
between 51 and 75%
23.9
25% or less
14.7
over 75% of the time
5.6
It is important to keep in mind that these questions deal with student
perceptions; even if it were always possible to separate language from
the cultural context, most Russian classes do not attempt explicitly to
treat only language or culture in discrete units at separate times. One
trend that emerges from this question is that students reject the extremes;
while almost a quarter of them (22.4%) felt that their language class
addressed cultural content over 75% of the time, far fewer respondents
(5.6%) felt this was an ideal percentage of class to devote to culture. The
same is true of the lower extreme, although the difference between
respondents who felt their class dealt with culture 25% or less of the time
(20.5%) and those who felt this was the ideal amount (14.7%) was much
smaller. Closer to half of class time is the amount the vast majority felt
should be devoted to culture; nearly 80% felt between 26 and 75% of
class time was ideal.
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Respondents were asked to rank, based on the amount of time
devoted to each, what kinds of cultural content were taught in their
Russian classes.
All respondents: What types of content were taught at your home
institution?
Rank by time devoted to each (n = 101)
Content Area
% ranked first % ranked in
top three
Prose Literature
37.6
60.3
Information about Everyday Life
18.8
42.5
History
8.9
36.6
Film
8.9
27.7
Poetry
7.9
44.5
Popular Culture
5.9
25.7
Politics
3.9
18.8
News Media
2.9
12.8
Contemporary Music
1.9
8.9
Other
2.9
3.9
Art
0.9
0.9
Folk Music
0
3.9
Folklore
0
3.9
Classical Music
0
2.9
Philosophy
0
1.9
Literature dominates the survey; taken together, prose literature and
poetry account for over 45% of what―as seen by our students―is taught
as culture in our language classrooms. The general category of
“Information about everyday life” was the only other subject area to
receive more than ten percent, and only history and film came close to
the ten percent mark. The three students who selected “Other” as their
first choice did not name a different subject but instead expressed
difficulty at answering the question, in two cases because the student
could not remember (one claimed “I only paid attention to the
language”). Science, law, and medicine were offered as possibilities but
were not selected.
Cultural Content: What do students desire?
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The numbers changed significantly when respondents were asked what
types of cultural content should be offered in Russian language classes.
All respondents: What types of content SHOULD be taught in Russian
language classes? Rank by time devoted to each (n = 132)
Content Area
% ranked
% ranked in
first
top three
Information about Everyday Life
40.1
62.1
Prose Literature
15.9
36.3
History
14.3
53.7
Popular Culture
8.3
29.5
Poetry
6.0
24.2
News Media
4.5
21.2
Film
3.7
21.9
Politics
3.7
28
Other
3.0
5.3
Folk Music
0.7
5.3
Classical Music
0.7
3.7
Folklore
0.7
3.7
Contemporary Music
0
3.0
Philosophy
0
1.5
Art
0
0
When looking at what students feel is taught and what should be taught,
some interesting trends emerge. At the top of the poll, information about
everyday life and prose literature essentially traded places and the gap
between them increased. History moved up significantly to third place
very close to prose literature, while popular culture moved up and
poetry down slightly. Perhaps surprisingly, film fell over 50% (from
fourth to seventh place) and politics remained unchanged. The categories
near the bottom of the survey, such as music, art, philosophy, and
folklore, did not move up, and students are not clamoring for them. One
interesting note to emerge from this question is the fact that many
students declared an interest in government work, yet politics is ranked
low by all groups.
Under “Other” three students named “all of the above” while
others mentioned business, “food, dress, social interactions,” and
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cooking. Medicine and law received no selections, while sciences
received one third-place vote.
Some gender differences emerge in the choice of what types of
cultural content should be taught. Men selected information about
everyday life, prose literature, and history for their top three:
Men: What types of content SHOULD be taught in Russian language
classes?
Rank by time devoted to each (n = 46)
Content Area
% ranked first
% ranked in
top three
Information about Everyday
34.7
76
Life
Prose Literature
17.3
34.7
History
10.8
52.1
Popular Culture
10.8
32.6
Poetry
8.6
19.5
News Media
6.5
19.5
Film
4.3
28.2
Other
4.3
8.6
Politics
2.1
28.2
Classical Music
0
2.1
Folklore
0
2.1
Folk Music
0
2.1
Philosophy
0
2.1
Contemporary Music
0
0
Art
0
0
Women selected the same top three, but not in the same order and with
differences in emphasis:
Women: What types of content SHOULD be taught in Russian
language classes?
Rank by time devoted to each (n = 87)
Content Area
% ranked first % ranked in
top three
Information about Everyday Life
41.3
60.9
History
16
51.7
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Prose Literature
Popular Culture
Politics
Poetry
News Media
Film
Other
Folk Music
Classical Music
Folklore
Contemporary Music
Philosophy
Art

13.7
6.8
4.5
4.5
3.4
3.4
2.2
1.1
1.1
1.1
0
0
0

35.6
27.5
27.5
26.4
20.6
18.3
3.4
5.7
4.5
4.5
4.5
1.1
0

Women placed more emphasis on information about everyday life and
history, and even ranked history second above prose literature. They less
frequently chose prose literature, popular culture, and politics. The
answers from younger students parallel the overall results with small
differences in emphasis:
Respondents 25 and under: What types of content SHOULD be taught
in Russian language classes? Rank by time devoted to each (n = 47)
Content Area
% ranked first
% ranked in
top three
Information about Everyday
31.9
55.3
Life
History
19.1
55.3
Prose Literature
19.1
44.6
Popular Culture
6.3
34
News Media
6.3
23.4
Poetry
4.2
27.6
Film
4.2
25.5
Politics
4.2
19.1
Other
4.2
8.6
Contemporary Music
0
2.1
Folklore
0
2.1
Philosophy
0
2.1
Art
0
0
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Classical Music
Folk Music

0
0

0
0

Younger students selected a similar top three, but for them history and
prose essentially were tied for second place, and the numbers for those
two subjects were slightly higher than for all respondents and
information about everyday was slightly lower than overall. The
emphasis that younger students place on these three topics is shown by
the almost 13% gap between them and the fourth-place subject, popular
culture.
Conclusion
Dabars and Kagan show that “High-level competency cannot be
achieved without strong sociocultural competency” (2002, 222; see also
Hacking 2008). Making cultural content an integral part of our language
classes is essential to our students’ success. It is important that we
emphasize that cultural content does not in any way detract from
language learning, but is an essential aspect of it, just like grammar or
vocabulary. Exactly what content to offer remains a complicated
question. Stryker and Leaver argue that the cultural content taught in
language courses “is frequently decided arbitrarily by the teacher and is
usually based on academic tradition” (1997, 5). In many cases, “academic
tradition” refers to literature and therefore it is often felt that “the study
of culture equates to the study of literature” (1997, 7). This position can
lead to the rejection of literature as cultural content in the language
classroom (Schultz 2002). One point made by my survey is that students
of Russian do not reject literature as cultural content and consistently
place it near the top of desired subjects.
Specialists know that literature occupies a place of special
importance in the Russian context, and that knowledge of the main
writers and texts is absolutely essential to function in Russian at a high
level. Dabars and Kagan point out that Russian culture in particular
makes frequent use of allusions from a wide range of areas―including
literature―that are vital for complete comprehension of Russian
discourse (2002, 228); therefore instructors must find a balance of cultural
topics to present. This survey shows that students of Russian are
interested in a range of topics that includes literature, but is not limited
to it. Literature remains high on their list of desired topics, supplanted
only ― but by a significant margin ― by information about Russians’
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everyday lives. The survey reveals that our students will use Russian in
different jobs and also in various ways outside the workplace, factors
that should also influence our choice of content. Instructors of Russian
also need to consider how their students will access this cultural content;
as Russians increasingly use social media and other new technologies,
we need to ensure that our students will be able to function in these same
media.
Students entering universities today differ significantly from
those who were in our classrooms even five to ten years ago. They
engage with technology differently, perceive the world differently, and
will enter an ever-changing job market and geo-political situation. The
more we know about our students, the better we can plan our lessons to
expose them to relevant cultural content that will aid them after they
graduate our programs. Such preparation will ensure that we keep our
students and our profession fresh, relevant, and positioned to make a
difference for our students and their world.
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Connecting Classrooms:
Russian Language Teaching Project at UCF
Alla Kourova
“Everything flows, nothing stays still.” — Heraclitus.1
Change happens all the time and in all places. It is a characteristic of our
modern world. A current trend in the world is globalization, which
occurred by rapid developments in transportation and information
technology. Today, people from diverse backgrounds come into more
and more contact with each other with a regularity that is unique to this
period of human history. As a result, intercultural communication has
become increasingly important.
More than ever, our programs need to address
internationalization and cross-cultural understanding. Contemporary
language classes must account for features far beyond just linguistics;
they must incorporate the larger cultural fabric of which language is only
a part. Educators have voiced that we need to include cultural learning
as part of language learning, with the primary goal of better enabling
students to discover that there are multiple ways of viewing the world
(Sellami, 2000).
The main premise of this paper is to demonstrate through the
presentation of one project how the teaching of English as a foreign
language in Russia and teaching of Russian as a Foreign Language in
America can help students learn not only about other countries and their
cultures, but also open their eyes to their own local culture and promote
their sense of identity and pride in its rich cultural heritage. This paper
draws on a number of principles involving intercultural awareness and
competence. Although the latter emerged mainly from research about
Westerners working abroad, the need to raise learners’ intercultural
awareness has now expanded to include a wide spectrum of areas such
______________________________________
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as studying abroad, international business, cross-cultural training, and
expatriates living overseas (Sinicrope, Norris, and Watanabe, 2007). As
for foreign language classes, many researchers and practitioners assume
a direct relationship between these and the development of intercultural
communication competence (Byram, 1997, Planken and Korzilius, 2004).
In Byram’s view, foreign language courses should not only teach
students the language needed to communicate, but also confront them
with the experience of “otherness” while helping them to develop the
ability to “decenter” and understand how messages are perceived in
other cultural contexts.
Intercultural awareness can be viewed as the process of becoming
more aware of and developing a better understanding of one’s own
culture and other cultures throughout the world (Yassine, 2006). It
promotes the willingness and readiness to stop assuming that one’s own
beliefs, values, and behaviors are the only correct ones and to view them
from an outsider’s perspective.
Intercultural awareness is a very dynamic concept. It is much
more than acquiring facts about different cultures; it entails a whole
range of skills and attitudes. Chris Rose (1004), cited in Yassine (2006),
lists observing, identifying, and recording elements in both the home and
target cultures. These include comparing and contrasting, negotiating
meaning, dealing with or tolerating ambiguity, accepting difference,
defending one’s own point of view while acknowledging the legitimacy
of others, and not limiting the possibility of interpretation as necessary
skills and attitudes for heightened intercultural awareness.
One of the most well-established models of intercultural
competence was developed by Byram in 1997 (Sinicrope, Norris and
Watanabe, 2007). Byram proposed a five-factor model of intercultural
competence composed of the following criteria: 1) The attitude factor,
which refers to the ability to relativize one’s self and value others; 2) The
knowledge factor, which means knowledge of the rules for individual
and social interaction both in the home and target cultures; 3) The skills
of interpreting and relating; 4) The skills of discovery and interaction;
and 5) Critical cultural awareness, which describes the ability to use
perspectives, practices, and products in one’s own culture and in other
cultures to make evaluations. Increasing a student’s awareness of his or
her own culture entails a progression where students gradually develop
an awareness of “self” in relationship to the “other” by reflecting on
similarities and differences between their own and the target culture,
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which eventually clarifies what is deepest and most relevant to their
identities (Kourova, and Modianos, 2013).
Students are very active agents in the learning process; the focus
is on what they can bring into the classroom and what they can take
away from it. Learning about the target culture is redirected towards a
more concerted hands-on experiential approach in which the learner
engages in a discovery process of both the target and home cultures and
their ways of life (Sellami, 2000). In the process, the student not only
learns a foreign language, but he also develops as a person and as a
member of a larger community. Incorporating intercultural awareness in
the foreign language class can and should lead to the development and
enrichment of the student’s identity (Fenner, 2008) and personal growth.
This development takes place when learners reconcile new and
challenging ideas with their pre-existing beliefs and values through
learning experiences in the foreign language (Porto, 2009).
According to Straub (1999) as cited in Thanasoulas (2001),
learners need to be provided with some kind of meta-language in order
to talk about their culture and “to cultivate a degree of intellectual
objectivity essential in cross-cultural analysis.” Students learn to view the
assumptions, values, and premises operating in their home culture in a
new critical manner, thereby developing their critical thinking skills.
English/Russian as a Foreign Language in Russia and the U.S.
Given the prominent role that English has gained in the last century,
especially in the worlds of science, advanced technology, and
communications, it has become an international language and a lingua
franca used by an increasing number of people in various fields all over
the world. To further understand the role of culture in learning a foreign
language, it would be beneficial to reflect on current practice in teaching
English as a foreign language in the Russian educational system.
Teaching and learning English have become a necessity in Russia, where
the aim is to develop the social and economic lives of the future
generation. In Russia, English plays a very significant role in the
economic and social life of the country. Since the beginning of the 1990s,
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, knowledge of the English language
helped one keep abreast of the developments taking place in other parts
of the world. Russia began to participate in industry, trade, and financial
activities in which the use of English was indispensable. English is now
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widely used in many sectors of life including mass media, business, and
education.
In the 1990s, a modern system of foreign language instruction
was introduced and English was designated as the main foreign
language in public schools. English is now taught as a primary subject in
all public schools from as early as the first grade in specialized private
schools, and the second grade in the public schools. This allows Russian
students to study the language for a total of ten years before embarking
on their higher education. In higher education institutions, English is an
important medium of instruction in most science, technology, and
commerce-based specializations. In the society at large, English is
exerting an increasingly important influence on all aspects of Russian
society and its development. Knowledge of English is now an essential
prerequisite for obtaining many different types of employment in both
the public and private sectors, and opens doors to higher positions in
society in general.
In the ideological and discursive analysis of English language
teaching in Russia, the research investigates the uses and values of
English in Russian society as perceived by university graduates, English
language teachers, supervisors, and school principals. Four main uses are
identified. First, English is seen as the prime medium of international
communication and the tool that bridges the linguistic gap between
different parts of the world. English can facilitate international
integration, understanding, and cooperation. Second, English is
acknowledged as a bridge leading to good employment, a better future,
and a better life. Third, English is used for academic purposes. It is one of
the main mediums of instruction in most higher education institutions,
which often require students to have gained a certain level of proficiency
in it as a condition for admission. Fourth, English is also perceived as
valuable for enhancing cultural analysis and understanding. Moreover,
Russian education leaders believe that English is a powerful tool for
transmitting and accessing culture, knowledge, and for opening the
doors of modernization and understanding (Kourova, and Modianos,
2013).
At the school level, the English curriculum in Russia is based on a
communicative as well as a content-based syllabus having cultural
material related to both Russian and English speaking countries. One of
the main objectives of the textbooks prescribed by the Ministry of
Education is “to encourage students to develop a positive attitude
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towards and take an interest in their own and different cultures and
peoples” (Lin, 2009). An investigation of educators who teach English as
a Foreign Language (EFL) shows their perceptions of cultural aspects in
Russian EFL textbooks. It reports that teachers identified the following
aims for the incorporation of cultural material: expanding learners’
understanding of the world; motivating them to learn more about other
cultures; developing a positive attitude towards other people and their
cultures; raising learners’ awareness of other cultures; developing
learners’ understanding of their own culture; identifying similarities and
differences between Russian culture and international cultures; and
developing learners’ language ability so they can reflect critically on the
cultural issues identified in the material.
In contrast to Russian educational methodology with respect to
teaching English, the teaching of Russian as a foreign language in the
United States has a completely different history, and is still trying to find
its place as one of the critical languages among those taught in
universities and high schools. In the past six years, the study of Russian
in American universities has grown from 23,921 students in 2002 to
26,883 in 2009 (AATSEEL newsletter, 2011). It still remains difficult (for
example, in Florida) at the university level and nearly impossible for K12 students to find offerings in Russian language instruction. Even when
Russian language instruction is offered, the majority of the textbooks,
like “Голоса” or “Начало,” available for use in teaching Russian as a
foreign language, are based on a communicative method with only a
modest presentation of cultural information; this current practice does
not as yet serve students well.
At the University of Central Florida (UCF), the Russian program
at the intermediate level includes a project called “Connecting
Classrooms” that has enhanced both the students’ cultural and
intercultural awareness and their sense of respect in their own cultural
identity. The mission of the project is multidimensional, as it aims to
combine language instruction with real experience to foster meaningful
social, cultural, and personal learning. The goals of the project can be
stated as follows:
1) To improve students’ proficiency and communication skills in
Russian, especially oral skills;
2) To increase student motivation and interest in improving their
language skills by providing them with opportunities for student
involvement and “ownership” of their learning; and
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3) To encourage mutual respect and openness to different ideas
among Russian and American students.
As part of the Intermediate Russian Language & Civilization class
at the University of Central Florida, students have traversed the globe to
eliminate cultural barriers and language gaps in order to foster enduring
connections. Through the ongoing project “Connecting Classrooms,”
UCF students who study Russian are paired and work on collaborative
curriculum projects with Lyceum #7 (Novocherkassk, from the Rostovon-Don region of Russia) students who study English. Together, the
students collaborate across borders on curriculum projects that
encompass both Russian and English communication. The Russian
students are 17-18 years of age, and the UCF students’ ages range from
19-30. A total of 34 American and 34 Russian students participated in the
project during these two years.
For the past two academic years, partnerships were formed from
the same group of students in both participating schools (UCF and
Lyceum#7). They have worked on a variety of joint projects, which have
taken them outside the boundaries of their classrooms. By having to
explain and clarify their own culture, language, and society to others,
students acquired a deeper appreciation for their own cultural heritage.
The activities and examples described below are based on the
experiences of the two schools. Both schools used the principal of
international project methodology.
Project Preparation and Overview
1. Discussing the project idea,
problems, and the goals of
the projects

2. Discussing specific activities

3. Preparing for students’
analysis of interaction
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Both teachers presented the
cultural information and the
connection between cultures, and
explained what the students had
to do.
Both teachers presented specific
information about the foreign
educational system, geographical
location, and cultural traditions,
and provided students with
individual assignments.
Both teachers prepared
brainstorming activities for use
during the project.
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4. Encouraging students’
independent communication
and research

5. Supervising the students’
progress
6. Evaluating mid-project
progress

7. Preparing for the final Skype
interaction

8. Conducting the final Skype
conference

9. Assessing the project

Both teachers encouraged and
supported students’
independent communication
through e-mail and Skype, their
work, and their research.
Practicing face-to-face
communication as preparation
for individual activities occurred.
Both teachers consistently
monitored students’ progress
during the project.
Both teachers and the students
evaluated their project to that
point in terms of strengths and
weaknesses.
Both teachers helped students to
develop the content and structure
for the final semester Skype
interaction.
Both teachers explained proper
etiquette and demeanor to their
students. The students took turns
in presenting their topics and
questions during the conference.
The teachers and the students
assessed learning outcomes
together.

Year One
The motto of the first year was “Breaking down Barriers.” This was the
year when students from both countries got to know each other at
personal, institutional, and cultural levels. Students exchanged letters, emails, videos, and CDs including information about themselves, their
hobbies, families, villages, subjects, and the educational systems at their
schools, as well as different aspects of their cultures. The Skype
conferences were held once a month; three in the fall semester and three
in the spring semester. Each conference was based on a specific topic that
was prepared and discussed in the e-mails between students. The
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students were allowed to use both languages, but the primary target for
UCF students was Russian. Students exchanged parcels containing letters
and gifts. In their classes, students examined the contents of the parcels,
discussed it, and expressed opinions. This process continued for some
time, as parcels were exchanged at least three times throughout the
semester. This was then followed by an evaluation stage in which
students analyzed and discussed what they had learned about each other
and gave short presentations. The topics of the discussions were the
following: Meet me, Speech and Society, Clothing, Housing, Food,
Shopping, Free time, Holidays, Education, Work and Money,
Communication, Transportation, and Nature.
Year Two
In the second year of the project, students worked on a multi-disciplinary
range of subject-specific projects. In their classes, one of the most
pioneering projects was students’ work on the collection, translation, and
writing of folktales from their local villages. Students engaged in the
research process as they interviewed older members of their local
cultures and listened to folktales. Students collected, translated, and
wrote folk tales from different Russian and American regions. Students
compiled these in the form of a booklet, and also used them as a basis for
creating their own original stories. Each participating school created a
book of both American and Russians traditional stories, and stories
created by the other school as part of its permanent display of student
work. A copy of this book was exchanged with the partner school. In the
class, students analyzed different aspects of the American traditional
stories and identified areas of similarities and differences between them
and the folktales sent from Russia. The final examination required
students to present a folk tale in their target language.
Participating students also made drawings depicting different
elements of their culture, such as festivals, architectural designs, clothes,
jewelry, and Russian and American customs and traditions. These were
sent with samples of a variety of artifacts that represented both Russia’s
and America’s rich cultural heritage. Participating in the project also
encouraged students to address some important global environmental
issues such as climate change, recycling, and pollution. With the help of
their teacher, students developed questionnaires, including items they
would like to investigate regarding the geography and environment of
the partner school. Items covered areas related to climate, lifestyle, and
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geographic and demographic features. Students’ research resulted in the
creation of a local school newspaper or a radio report that was
broadcasted through local media venues.
In the summer of 2012 and 2013, the Russian Language and
Culture Study Abroad Program was successfully held in Moscow. After
the program, five UCF students in 2012 and five students in 2013 visited
Novocherkassk as guests in the homes of their Russian pen pals from
Connecting Classrooms. From March 16 to 27, our UCF students
returned the favor and hosted their Russian pen pals, their English
teacher, and their school principal. This was a remarkable opportunity
not only to come full circle on foreign language study, but also to set a
positive international impression about the United States and the
American way of life.
The Connecting Classrooms project is a strong example of how
attempts to know and understand the target-language students have
given students enriching opportunities that have become part of the
fabric of their cultural understanding. Right from the beginning, students
developed friendships with their target culture peers and wrote to them
explaining aspects related to their own cultures. In order to gather
information, students engage in a search process in their local
environment by doing activities that bring them closer to their culture
and its rich heritage, such as investigating museums and forts, seeking
stories and legends, taking photographs, and making drawings.
The Connecting Classrooms project not only benefits its teachers
and the students that participate, it also benefits the whole local
community by fostering greater social cohesion. Young people not only
develop a deeper knowledge and understanding of cultures and societies
in other countries, but also gain a better understanding of different
cultural backgrounds within their own communities (Kourova, and
Modianos, 2013).
The Connecting Classrooms project allows student to not only
exchange language, but to foster cultural diversity, tolerance, and reallife interactions that enrich their views about the global society in which
we live. With every conversation, students from both ends of the
spectrum go beyond their boundaries of communication. There were
many outcomes of the project, but some of the specific ones were that
eighteen American students participated in the Study Abroad program
in Russia for four weeks, six American students applied for a Fulbright
scholarship to teach English in Russia, twelve American students are in
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the TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) certificate program
at UCF, three in TESOL (Teaching English Speakers of Other Languages)
Master program, and thirteen Russian students entered different Russian
universities as English majors.
CONCLUSION
This project describes how students can gradually develop an awareness
of themselves and others and their own way of life, which they often take
for granted. In the process, students learn how to form and display
positive attitudes toward and understanding other cultures. They learn
that there are multiple ways of perceiving issues and understanding
them, and most importantly, they learn that their views and those of
their local culture have a large impact on their lives.
The literature presented in the paper outlined the connection
between foreign language learning and identity construction, and
highlighted the inextricable relationship between the two. In this project,
students are encouraged to play multiple roles drawing on their varied
and rich cultural backgrounds and experiences. In the process, students
become aware of the various frames of reference they can draw upon and
how to bring these to the conscious level. In a similar vein, their foreign
language learning experience and exposure to the target culture(s) helps
them to understand what it means to be part of a culture, be it their own
regional one, or the global culture at large.
The students’ cultural experiences encourage them to become
independent learners and allow them to be novice researchers who are
capable of using tools and resources to find information on culturerelated issues and topics. It also helps them to develop higher-level
thinking through analysis of material, reflection, and evaluation.
The Connecting Classrooms project helped students not only to
bridge the gap between people separated by differences in cultural
background by discovering what they have in common, but also by
bringing them closer to the richness and variety of their own culture
(Kourova, and Modianos, 2013).
The onus is on teachers to help create an atmosphere that
encourages dialogue, curiosity, and openness in their classrooms.
Students of the 21st century are not passive learners. When cultural
material of the target culture is presented to them, students can use it not
only to communicate with people from the target culture and understand
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them better, but also as a tool to give them a second (or third) voice to
express their thoughts and ideas (Thanasoulas, 2001).
For the past two academic years, partnerships in which the same
group of students from both participating schools (UCF and Russia)
work on a variety of joint projects have taken them outside the
boundaries of their classrooms and involved them in a discovery process
about themselves and the other students with respect to language,
culture, and society.
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Thinking through Teacher Talk:
Increasing Target Language Use in the Beginning Russian
Classroom
William J. Comer
In July 2012, the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign
Languages (ACTFL) adopted a position statement calling for instructors
and learners to use the target language (TL) for 90% plus of instructional
time. ACTFL’s recommendation applies to all levels of instruction (K-16)
and makes no distinctions for the degree of difference of the TL from the
learners’ first language (L1). Implementing this recommendation means
that no more than five minutes of a 50-minute class hour should take
place in the L1 of the learners, whether that class is the first day of high
school Russian or a college class at an advanced level. For beginning
Russian classes at the college level, this recommendation raises the
question of how to conduct 45 minutes of instruction in the TL in a way
that is comprehensible to the learners. 1
Implementing this
recommendation may be particularly challenging for new teachers and
beginning teaching assistants, especially if their language skills may not
yet be solidly at an advanced level.
This article considers TL use only in the predominantly
monolingual foreign language (FL) classroom where the learners and
teachers all share a common language. This instructional context invites
the kind of code switching that is a natural part of communication
among bilingual speakers (Levine 2011; Cook 2001), and so it makes the
ACTFL’s target of 90% TL use challenging. The purpose of this article is
to synthesize the findings from studies of classroom language use,
identify impediments to TL use in the classroom, and offer specific
suggestions and resources to help beginning teachers and teaching
assistants of Russian navigate the difficulty areas.

1 We will leave aside for the moment the question of how ready the learners might be for
this kind of immersion experience on the first day of class, and what effects it might have
on enrollments.
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Literature review
Recent years have seen a number of studies on the dynamics of FL use in
college literature classrooms (Donato and Brooks 2004; Polio and Zyzik
2009; Zyzik and Polio 2008) and other content-based instruction (Pessoa
et al. 2007). More relevant to this article are studies that involve direct
observation of language use in FL classrooms both at the high school and
college levels both in the U.S. and in other countries at the beginning and
intermediate levels of study. Duff and Polio (1990) were among the first
to measure TL use in college FL instruction. They looked at instruction in
13 different languages that was being delivered by native speakers of the
TL during two class sessions in the second-quarter of first-year college
language classes. In their 26 hours of recordings, they found considerable
variation in the amount of time instructors used the TL: one instructor
used the TL 100% of the time, while another spent only 10% of class time
in the TL. The average over the 13 different instructors/languages was
67.9% of class time spent in the TL. In considering reasons for this large
variation, the researchers note that the instructor whose class was
conducted 100% in the TL worked in a department that mandated
exclusive TL use and strictly implemented the Direct Method. In the
classroom with 10% use of the TL, the instructor himself thought he was
using the TL about 45% of the time, and the department had no formal
policy on language of instruction or on methods. In their follow-up study
with this same data set, Polio and Duff (1994) revealed details about one
Slavic language classroom that they observed, noting that only 33% of
class time on average was spent in the TL. This follow-up study reached
the conclusion that six areas often triggered L1 use in the classes that
they had observed: Classroom Administrative Vocabulary, Grammar
Instruction, Classroom Management (i.e., giving instructions),
Expressions of Empathy/Solidarity, Unknown Vocabulary/Translation,
and an Interactive Effect of Student L1 Use.
Macaro (2001) examined the L1 use of six French FL teachers in
secondary school classrooms in England. All of his teachers had
completed a 36-week course for teaching methods in the FL, were
advanced-level speakers of French, and worked in the framework of the
British National Curriculum that stipulates 100% use of the TL in the
classroom. The researcher videotaped class sessions and found that the
six teachers (in first through third-year French) used English in the
classroom relatively little. English took up under 5% of class time for
most sessions observed, although one teacher averaged about 12% of
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class time in English. In his sample Macaro found no link between level
of instruction and the teachers’ use of L1. From follow-up interviews,
Macaro noted that English was often used to deal with classroom
disciplinary issues, build group empathy, and give instructions for
activities, which, because of extensive use of jigsaw and cognitively
complex activities, required detailed instructions.
Kraemer (2006) observed five teaching assistants on two
occasions while they taught first-year German in a U.S. university
classroom. She found that they used English most for course/curriculum
management, L2/L1 translation, reviewing/repeating explanations, and
making comments to individual students. Use of English in
course/curriculum management was often segregated to the last five
minutes of class, while English comments to individual students
occurred during pair/group work or when the student initiated an
exchange in English. English was also used for expressions of
solidarity/empathy as well as for making cultural notes. Based on her
findings, Kraemer (2006, 448) recommended that teachers “develop a set
of classroom management and administrative vocabulary terms and
expressions in German for TAs and students to use, which should be
introduced in the first few weeks of each semester.”
Wilkerson (2008) conducted a qualitative study of L1 use in the
college Spanish FL classroom, and she found widely varying patterns of
TL use. Her participants all had multiple years of teaching experience
and were either native speakers of Spanish or non-natives with ACTFLcertified Advanced or Superior level language skills, so that the
variations in the amount of TL use could not be attributed to limitations
in the instructors’ proficiency in the TL. Wilkerson concluded (2008, 315)
that “English was used during classroom instruction to save time,
demonstrate authority, and reduce ambiguity, and these categories of
usage often co-occurred.” In her view, the instructors’ right to code
switch at any time during class reflected their authority to control
classroom discourse. Wilkerson found another demonstration of
authority in how one native speaker of Spanish preferred to use English
translations rather than to explain unknown words through gestures and
pantomime, because she considered such activities “clowning around.”
Another instructor in the study used the TL almost exclusively in the
classroom, but his students often did not understand the content of his
speech, and in their course evaluations, they complained that the teacher
was unsympathetic because he would not use English to help them
91

Thinking through Teacher Talk
William J. Comer

overcome difficulties in comprehension. Wilkerson’s findings point out
how the choice of L1 or TL often overlaps with instructors’ notions about
their role as teacher and their selection and sequencing of student
learning tasks.
Grim (2010) observed French instructors teaching 3rd semester
college or 3rd year high school French. Her data included 7.5 hours of
recordings for each group, and all her participants were native speakers
of French or had a high level of oral proficiency. Overall, she found that
the high school teachers used English roughly 32% of class time; while
the college teachers used it only about 6% of class time (although one
college teacher used English frequently in one-on-one conversations with
students during pair work). Grim’s study confirms the previous
literature’s list of triggers for L1 usage (explaining grammar, giving
instructions, expressing empathy/solidarity, and giving translations for
lexical items and phrases). A notable difference was that secondary
school teachers often used English to deal with classroom discipline
issues that were absent in the college classroom.
Grim is also the first to distinguish two types of teacher
translation in the classroom: immediate translation (where the instructor
says the TL word and then immediately provides the L1 equivalent in the
flow of TL discourse) and delayed translation (where teacher uses a TL
word, does a comprehension check with the learners and then perhaps
gives the translation). Grim recommends delayed translation as a more
valuable classroom technique since the comprehension check focuses the
learners’ attention on a specific word and provides the moment for them
to notice the word.
Hobbs, Matsuo, and Payne (2010) examined the code-switching
behaviors in Japanese foreign language classrooms, finding that nativespeaking instructors of Japanese were more likely to use English than the
TL in class. Teachers who were non-native, but fluent speakers of
Japanese, were much more likely to use drawings and illustrations to
keep the classroom in the TL. The authors attribute the differences in the
teachers’ use of the TL to their own experiences as language learners.
Most of the native speakers of Japanese had experienced English foreign
language classes that were conducted mostly in Japanese, and so they
had a tendency to teach the way that they were taught.
While the articles reviewed above all make a number of
recommendations to increase the amount of class time spent in the TL,
only Moser, Harris, and Carle (2012) describes an intervention to
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improve the quantity and quality of teacher talk in the TL. They worked
with Japanese native speakers who were training to teach English in
Japanese elementary schools. As part of the training program, teachers
first listened to a native English speaker give instructions for a task (i.e.,
drawing a picture based on the speaker’s description of a scene) that the
trainees carried out. Afterwards, the trainees took on the role of teacher
and presented the same task to a sample class and their instructions were
audio recorded. The teachers then had to transcribe the recording and
compare the transcription with the original instructions given by the
native speaker. This instructional sequence was repeated, and
afterwards, the trainees reported improved confidence and ability to use
English in the classroom.
The findings from these different studies are remarkably
consistent in recognizing areas that trigger L1 use in the classroom:
managing course/curricular goals, giving classroom directions, repeating
explanation/metalinguistic discussions, translating specific lexical items,
and creating empathy/rapport with the learners. While only one of the
studies above mentions language use in teaching a Slavic language, my
personal observations of elementary Russian classrooms with early
career language teachers confirm that these five areas are regular trouble
spots. Before thinking about pedagogical solutions to support beginning
teachers as they navigate these areas, one must consider the issue of the
proficiency level of beginning teachers and teaching assistants of
Russian.
Teaching Assistants’ Initial Language Proficiency
The teachers observed in the above studies were all certified as having
advanced or higher language proficiency or were native speakers of the
TL. In the author’s personal experience, beginning teaching assistants
sometimes have less than advanced skills (often closer to the
Intermediate High level of Russian), particularly if they are starting
graduate school and teaching immediately after completing an
undergraduate Russian program and have only had limited experience
studying abroad. 2 For the undergraduate-major-turned-teaching-

In a perfect world, all teachers and teaching assistants would be ACTFL Advanced-Mid
speakers or higher before they begin teaching, but this is probably unrealistic since a
typical outcome for an undergraduate major in Russian is Intermediate High.
Recognizing the linguistic limitations of beginning teachers and having a plan to address
2

93

Thinking through Teacher Talk
William J. Comer

assistant (even with advanced-level proficiency) the classroom is likely to
the first time where he/she will have to manage the interactions of others
in the TL. Thus, beginning teachers definitely need linguistic as well as
pedagogical support for preparing their teacher talk. For them, TL
fluency factors into all of their other pedagogical choices in managing
their classroom and activities. A language program supervisor needs to
be aware of such issues and to think about ways to support the ongoing
development of that teaching assistant’s TL skills.
In my observations, Russian native speaker (NS) teaching
assistants do not necessarily have an easier time in their first teaching
experience, particularly at the beginning level. If the NS teacher is a very
strong speaker of English, he/she may overuse English in the classroom.
The NS may need considerable guidance in when, how, and why English
L1 speakers struggle with Russian phonology, morphology, and syntax.
Another obstacle for the Russian NS in staying in the TL is a culturally
based reluctance to point to one’s own body to illustrate TL vocabulary
items, such as body parts, clothing, and facial expressions.
Discussion and Potential Remedies
TL in managing classroom activities
While Duff and Polio (1990) found that one teaching assistant using the
Direct Method was able to conduct class 100% of the time in the TL, and
Grim found that college instructors who used simple directions could
rely on the students to understand these tasks, the question remains: how
do we make instructions for tasks comprehensible to learners,
particularly if we use tasks that are more cognitively engaging and that
demand higher-order thinking skills? While the techniques of the Direct
Method work well in an immersion environment, giving the directions
for a complex communicative information gap activity in the TL may
leave learners puzzled and unable to complete the task in a manner that
reaches both the task’s communicative purpose and language goals.
One possible solution to this problem, particularly at the start of
instruction, is to outfit the printed materials given to learners with
instructions in English. Students can read the written L1 instructions as

them and expand their level of language competency both for the classroom and their
future professional life seems a more viable approach.
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the teacher explains the task orally in the TL. The printed text then
becomes a way of “subtitling” the teacher’s TL talk.
Appendix 1 provides a sample four-step opinion gap activity that
has instructions in English. Because this opinion sharing activity embeds
all the grammar that students need to carry out the task in the task
materials as structured input, students are unlikely to make mistakes
with adjective-noun agreement as they exchange opinions.
Following the materials that the students see, the reader will find
a sample of the classroom teacher talk that might be used to guide the
students through this activity, while keeping the class entirely in the TL.
Following Hatch (1983), this teacher talk relies heavily on verbal
modification of the TL and non-verbal cues to make the teacher talk more
comprehensible to the language learners. 3
This kind of modeling of teacher talk is quite valuable for
beginning teachers, and language program directors should give
multiple models of “teacher talk” at regular intervals over the course of
an academic year, so that beginning teachers can see what is possible in
the TL, how to make it comprehensible to the learners, and how their
teacher talk can grow in vocabulary and syntax over an academic year.
The sample activity in Appendix 1 also demonstrates a solution to
another typical problem in TL use and classroom management. When the
task design requires learners to give a report back to the group, the
instructions need to provide learners with the scaffolding for how to
accomplish the report. Including an explicit structure for learners to use
in reporting back can help the teacher make a smooth transition back
from group work to the whole class forum, without having to use
English to summarize the task.
Even with the input structured and the teacher talk modeled, the
activity in Appendix I might go badly if the teacher makes poor
pedagogical choices in implementing it (i.e., gives the instructions for all
four steps at once; does not perform meaningful comprehension checks;
does not make eye contact with the learners while explaining; does not
monitor the student pairs during performance, etc.).

One reader of a draft of this article offered a different model of teacher talk for Step 1
simplifying the opening by replacing Представьте себе with the single word Ситуация,
and removing the reference to article length from the instructions. This comment is a
useful reminder that effective TL teacher talk can vary among instructors.

3
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For other kinds of activities, the teacher may use multiple choice
as a way to scaffold learners’ responses to stay in the TL. For example,
many beginning textbooks present the clothing words in Russian in the
first or second chapter, before students can use them in sentences to
express notions of wearing, liking, or having these objects. A typical
activity to practice the clothing words is to have learners sort them into
categories (“things you would wear to the beach,” “formal wear for a
fancy event,” “summer clothes,” “winter clothes,” etc.). At this stage of
language learning, the category names are most likely to be in English,
but this can lead students down the garden path to complete the activity
by making statements like “сандалии is beach wear.” To avoid that kind
of L1 usage in the classroom, the teacher can label the English categories
in Russian (i.e., колонка/группа А, колонка Б, etc.) and model the
preferred response form: Сандалии — это колонка А. Although hardly
elegant, the student response is nevertheless in Russian, it communicates
meaning in the TL, and it helps keep the teacher and the class in the TL
as well.4
Over the course of a semester and first year of instruction, the L1
instructions for regularly used activity types can slowly make the
transition to the TL with particularly difficult words and phrases, glossed
as needed.
TL usage in giving classroom instructions
Closely related to classroom/activity management in the TL is how to
give various kinds of activity instructions in Russian. The commands for
many classroom activities or instructional actions are rarely explicitly
taught or even used in beginning Russian textbooks produced in the
U.S., while beginning textbooks produced in Russia often use only the
simplest of activity types. As a reference for the beginning teacher,
Appendix 2 contains a lengthy bilingual list of instructions for different
kinds of classroom activities, starting with the simplest and working to
more complex interactions. The bilingual list also contains selective
Polio and Duff note a ‘reciprocal reinforcing effect’ for TL use (1994, 320). That is, a
teacher’s use of the TL tends to influence students to use the TL. The converse is likely to
be true as well — helping the students to stay in the TL helps the teacher to stay in the
TL. Hobbs, Matsuo, and Payne (2010) suggest that this effect may also occur within a
teacher (i.e., a teacher’s own use of the TL may prompt him/her to use TL for more and
longer stretches).
4
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commentaries on language usage to help non-native teachers notice
difficult grammatical details about the phrases that new teachers may
have heard hundreds of times as learners, but never uttered before
stepping into the classroom as teachers. Language program directors
should encourage their beginning teachers to write into their lesson plans
all the instructions that they will need to deliver in a class hour and think
about how they can illustrate these terms.
As instruction progresses, parts of this bilingual list can be shared
with the learners and added to their recognition or active vocabulary. As
learners master specific TL lexical items typical of instructions, these
words can be used in written instructions for classroom activities and for
homework schedules.
TL and classroom comprehension checks
If the purpose of teaching class in the TL is to communicate in the TL and
thereby provide comprehensible input for the learner’s TL acquisition,
then teachers must make sure that communication is happening and that
their TL input is indeed comprehensible. This means that teachers need
to pause regularly to check learners’ comprehension, asking questions
like Вы поняли? Понятно? not as mere display questions, but as real
questions that deserve real verbal answers from the learners. Teachers
need to show that they expect and value the learners’ responses to such
questions, and that the learners’ answers determine the course of the
teacher’s next communication.
Teaching beginning teachers to ask such questions, however, is
only the first part of the equation. We need to assure that the learners
themselves have TL means to indicate not only comprehension (да, нет),
but to signal the kind of help they need. That means, we need at a very
early stage to teach them phrases and sentences for requesting
clarification. See Appendix 3 for a list of essentials that learners must be
empowered to use in class regularly, as part of real communication
between teacher and learner. These essentials can be memorized chunks
in the learner’s vocabulary, long before the grammar instantiated in them
has become a topic for discussion. Teachers might bring a poster with
these phrases on them to class for the first month or two to encourage
students to learn them and use them.
Comprehension checks are just as important in presenting
vocabulary and structures. Slideshows (in PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.) are a
convenient way for teachers to present lexical items or grammar forms
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with images in a sequenced order. The major drawback in using such
presentations in the language classroom arises from the very teachercenteredness of the activity. While the slides allow teachers a way to
combine text and image so that they can stay in the TL, teachers do need
to ask “what are the learners doing while I talk?” If the learners have no
tasks to do while listening to the teacher’s talk, then there is no guarantee
that learners will attend to the teacher’s talk, and so it may never become
linguistic input for them. During a slide show featuring new vocabulary,
the learners might complete a worksheet matching new TL lexical items
with L1 equivalents. The learners thus create their own bilingual
vocabulary list that they can use as a reference in subsequent activities.
To present a grammar point, the presentation slides might be
organized so that each one of them requires the learners to match a TL
sentence featuring the grammar point with a picture that accurately
reflects the meaning of the TL sentence. For example, a teacher could
introduce prepositional case phrases to describe location by asking
students to match phrases like Студенты уже в библиотеке with either
a picture of students in a dorm room or students in a library. After
students see and hear the phrase and select the appropriate illustration,
the teacher might orally contrast the nominative form of the word “Да,
здесь библиотека» with the form on the slide «А где студенты? Они в
библиотеке». The slide show can start with the most regular
prepositional forms and progress in a structured way to more complex
forms, such as nouns in –ия and –ие (Студенты в общежитии / в
аудитории / на экскурсии.). The principles for creating structured input
activities have been described in detail by Farley (2005). After working
through this set of slides and processing them for meaning, the teacher
might follow up with a noticing activity. In such an activity, students
might complete a worksheet that puts words from the slide show in two
contrasting columns, one where the words appear in their nominative
and the second column for locational phrases. The words in each column
are complete except for their endings (e.g., библиотек__ in first column,
в библиотек__ in the second), and learners must fill in the chart as the
group reviews the slide show. Such an approach ensures that learners are
connecting the structure with its meaning at the same time that it actively
involves them in constructing a table, contrasting the nominative and
prepositional case endings. Most significantly, this kind of presentation

98

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

of grammar can be done entirely in the TL, without recourse to
grammatical terminology and metalinguistic explanation. 5
TL L1 translation
The glossing of an unknown TL word with the L1 equivalent is an
inevitable feature of the language classroom, but teachers have the
option of deciding how and when to introduce the L1. As the
pedagogical suggestions above make clear, the L1 gloss can be
introduced in print form as a kind of subtitling for the teacher’s TL talk.
Careful lesson planning (and well-timed suggestions from the
language program director) may alert beginning teachers to unfamiliar
TL vocabulary that is likely to arise in connection with a particular
activity. In planning the lesson, the teacher can decide if the word can be
illustrated with a photograph, a drawing on the board, a gesture, or with
a synonym/antonym in the learners’ active vocabulary.
In spontaneous classroom situations, the author agrees with
Grim’s assertion (2010) that delayed translation is preferable classroom
practice and beginning teachers should be encouraged to use that
approach, especially for lexical items that are soon to enter the learners’
active vocabulary. While immediate translation (i.e., the teacher’s
automatic glossing of a TL word with the L1 equivalent) appears to save
time, frequent code switching may be very disruptive to learners’
attempts to recognize what is actual TL usage.
L1 and TL for expressing empathy/solidarity
This area seems the most resistant to the continuous use of the TL, and
perhaps that is to be expected, particularly at the beginning level. While
certainly learners can be taught words of praise early on (e.g., отлично,
молодец, прекрасно, замечательно), and they will learn to recognize
requests to try again (e.g., the teacher’s Еще раз, пожалуйста), the L1
may be needed to make deeper connections between teacher and student
when a serious situation arises (e.g., student gets sick or shares an
emotionally charged statement). While the use of L1 might suggest the
failure of the TL to be a means for real communication, these topics fall
outside of the regular classroom sphere, and perhaps the choice of
As needed, TL grammar terms can be introduced to the students. Certainly the words
for the main parts of speech (глагол, существительное, etc.) are helpful, as are concepts
like, словарная форма, предложение, and others.
5
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language in the teacher’s response justifiably falls outside of usual
practice.
Concluding thoughts
The models of teacher talk presented in this article are exactly
that—models that teachers can adopt and adapt to fit their particular
instructional contexts. ACTFL’s policy statement on 90% plus of TL use
in the language classroom is a challenge to the profession, especially for
Russian teachers since the language’s core vocabulary is so
unrecognizable to English speakers and the language is so
morphologically and syntactically complex. Nevertheless, as a profession
we must rise to the challenge, and as a profession, we can help our
newest colleagues the most by providing them with models and tools for
staying in the target language.
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Instructional context: First-semester Russian class, after approximately 2530 hours of instruction. The activity provides structured input on
adjective endings in Russian, and two different structures for expressing
opinion (по-моему / я думаю).
The students see:
Activity:
Какая это тема?
Step 1. Imagine that you are a journalist and you’ve been assigned the
following topics for a 1,000-word article. How would you rate these
topics? Put a check mark in the appropriate column(s).
интере́сная
те́ма

неинтере́сная
те́ма

тру́дная
те́ма

лёгкая
те́ма

оригина́льная
те́ма

ру́сская
ико́на
ру́сские
ко́миксы
Пу́тин и
ру́сская
поли́тика
Additional
topics

Step 2. Getting ready to share your opinions. Listen and repeat after your
teacher the combinations of adjectives plus the word те́ма. Be sure to
soften your т in тема.
Your teacher will give you two minutes to repeat these phrases to
yourself until you can say them smoothly.
Step 3. Compare your answers with a partner by taking turns reading the
topic aloud and then giving your opinion. Use this as a model for your
statements.
По-мо́ему, ру́сская ико́на — интере́сная те́ма.
If you agree with your partner, respond:

Я то́же так ду́маю. [=I think
so, too.]

If you disagree, respond:

Я так не ду́маю.

Circle any cells in the table where you and your partner have the same
opinion.
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Step 4. What did you learn? Report to the whole group one or two places
where you and your partner share the same opinion. Use this as a model
for your statements.
Мы думаем, что…
[=We think that…]

русская икона — интересная тема.

Instructions to teacher:
Below you will find a sample of the teacher talk and gestures that you
can use to explain this activity in Russian, while the students follow
along with the instructions in English:
Номер 1. Представьте себе [pointing to word: imagine], что вы
журналист, и вы пишете [make writing motion] статью. Вы пишете
большую [stretch your arms apart broadly] статью – 1000 слов. 1000
слов – это большая статья, правда? Вот это темы для статей [point to
the list of topics in left column].
Как по-вашему, какие это темы? Это интересные темы? [point
to column 2] трудные темы? [furrow brow, scratch temple, point to
column 4] оригинальные темы? [point to header of last column] Как
вы думаете? Вот, например, тема “русская икона”. По-моему [point
to self] это интересная тема и трудная тема. Я отмечаю, что это
интересная и трудная тема. [Put a check in each cell.] А как вы [point
to them] думаете? Какие темы интересные, какие трудные, какие
оригинальные? Понятно, что надо делать? [wait for actual response
from students]. Хорошо.
If still unclear, one might continue: Читаем эти темы [Read
aloud, and pick your answer as teacher] и отмечаем [pointing to table
cells], какие темы, по-вашему, трудные, какие оригинальные, какие
интересные или неинтересные? Отмечаем в таблице [pointing to table
cells].
Give time limit: У вас 4 минуты.
Номер 2. Теперь готовимся к разговору. Слушайте и повторяйте за
мной. [Point to column headers that you’ll have them listen and repeat. ]
В слове тема буква т произносится, как мягкий звук. Тема. [Repeat
several times alone, encouraging them with a hand motion to
participate.] Теперь индивидуальная работа. У вас две [hold up two
fingers] минуты. Читаем! Повторяем эти фразы. Говорим вслух! Я
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хочу вас слышать [turn your head to the learners, grasp your earlobe
with two fingers and draw attention to your ear.]
Номер 3. Давайте сравним ответы [turn your hands upright and make
a weighing motion, with one hand rising and the other falling] – что
думаете вы, а что думает ваш партнёр. Скажите ваши мнения / ваши
идеи по очереди [hand motion back and forth between the two
students]. Скажите, что вы думаете о каждой теме. Вот образец.
[Point and read the model. Have them repeat the word по-моему. Point
to scaffolding for their responses.] Надо слушать вашего партнёра. Вы
тоже так думаете? Да? Тогда скажите: Я тоже так думаю. Вы так не
думаете? Нет? Тогда скажите: Я так не думаю. Понятно? [Wait for
actual response.] Говорим по очереди. Сначала вы, потом партнёр.
[Hand motion again back and forth between two students.]
Если вы и ваш партнёр думаете одинаково [point to words
“same opinion”] — вы думаете, что это интересная тема, и ваш
партнёр тоже думает, что тема интересная, то обведите [make a
circle] эту клетку в таблице.
Номер 4. Что вы узнали? Какие у вас с партнёром общие мнения?
[point to the words “same opinion.”]
Appendix II: Bilingual list of instructions with commentary on the
Russian usage.
Group A: Instructions for classroom actions. They are given in
imperatives, but many of them could also be used in the first person
plural form in a classroom.
1. Слу́шайте 6
Listen
2. Читайте
Read
3. Пишите
Write
4. Слушайте и повторяйте (за преподавателем)
Listen and repeat (after your teacher)
5. Идите к доске / подойдите к доске
6

Imperfective imperatives are appropriate when giving a generic command.
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Go up to the board
6. Прочитайте первое предложение 7
Read the first sentence.
7. Напишите диктант
Write a dictation.
8. Напишите упражнение номер… в рабочей тетради
Write exercise #… in your workbook.
9. Ответьте на вопросы8
Answer the questions
10. Посмотрите видео (фрагмент, интервью) без звука/ со звуком!
Watch the video (excerpt, interview) with sound / without sound.
11. Посмотрите на доску (на экран)
Look at the blackboard (at the screen).
12. Откройте учебник на странице 45 (сорок пять)!9
Open your textbooks to page 45.
13. Переведите с русского на английский! 10
Translate from Russian to English.
14. Обратите внимание на формы глагола «мочь»!11
Pay attention to the forms of the verb мочь.
15. Ответьте на вопросы, используя слово «который»/ конструкции
типа «для того, чтобы»…
Answer the questions using the word который / using
constructions like для того, чтобы…
16. Перескажите текст от лица автора / с точки зрения одного из
персонажей. 12
Retell the text from the author’s point of view / from the point of
view of one of the characters.
17. Подчеркните/Обведите правильный ответ!
Underline / circle the correct answer.
18. У вас осталась одна минута! Осталось две минуты / пять минут.
Perfective imperatives are appropriate when the task has been made more specific with
a specified exercise or the quantity of language work is indicated.
8 отвечать/ответить is not a transitive verb in Russian. It requires кому? (for a person)
and на что? (for a thing)
9 Note that the prepositional case is used in на странице; the number following should be
a cardinal number in the nominative case.
10 Note с + genitive and на + accusative to indicate the direction of the translation.
11 обращать/ обратить внимание requires на + accusative
12 Note the difference in prepositions expressing “from:” от лица + кого but с точки
зрения + кого/чего
7
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You have one minute left. There are two/ five minutes left.
19. Подберите антонимы! 13
Think up antonyms (for the given words).
20. Подберите определения к данным словам!
Think up descriptive words for the given words.
21. Послушайте текст еще раз и восстановите его по опорным
словам!
Listen to the text again and reproduce it on the basis of these key
words.
22. Послушайте текст и отметьте в своем списке слова
(названия/имена), которые вы услышите!
Listen to the text and mark in your list the words (names), which
you will hear.
23. Поставьте галочку в колонке, которая отражает ваше отношение
к данной теме!
Put a check mark in the column, which reflects your opinion on
the given topic.
24. Поставьте предложения в нужном/логичном порядке!
Put the sentences in the required/logical order.
25. Разделите данные слова по группам!
Sort the given words into groups.
26. Разделите слова на две группы по смыслу.
Sort the words into two groups based on their meaning.

Group B. Directions for working with dialogs
1. Послушайте / Прочитайте диалог и ответьте на вопросы!
Listen to / read the dialog and answer the questions.
2. Восстановите правильный порядок реплик!14
Put the lines from the dialog in the correct order.
3. Восстановите пропущенные реплики!
Put in the missing lines of the dialog.
4. К ответам нет вопросов. Придумайте их!
Russian in these kinds of tasks uses подбирать/подобрать (to select, choose) since
antonyms already exist in the language, and the student needs to select the best one for
the context. This is different than “think up an ending to a story” (= придумайте конец
истории), since this task requires the student’s imagination.
14 The nominative singular is реплика = a line of dialog. Строчка can be used in locating
information in a prose or poetic text.
13
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Think up questions to go with these answers.
5. Разыграйте диалоги! Разыграйте ситуации!
Act out the dialogues. Act out the situations.
6. Составьте аналогичные диалоги!
Create similar dialogues.
7. Составьте диалоги по образцу!15
Create dialogues according to the model.
8. Составьте диалоги по рисункам! 16
Create dialogues based on the drawings.
9. Переделайте/трансформируйте диалог в рассказ!
Transform the dialog into a story.
Group C. Directions for working with Pairs/Groups
1. Работайте в парах! Работайте с партнёром / соседом!
Work in pairs. Work with a partner / person sitting next to you.
2. Узнайте у партнера … 17
Find out from your partner…
3. Спросите партнера о…
Ask your partner about…
4. Задайте своему партнеру следующие вопросы и запишите его/её
ответы.
Ask your partner the following questions and write down/record
his/her answers.

5. Возьмите интервью у одного студента вашей группы, и узнайте… 18
Interview a student in your group.
6. Проведите опрос среди студентов вашей группы, и узнайте…
Survey the students in your group and find out…
7. Сравните свои ответы с ответами партнера!
Compare your answers with your partner’s.
8. Будьте готовы рассказать другим студентам то, что вы узнали у
партнёра.
The nominative is образец.
The nominative is рисунок.
17 Note the governance of узнавать/узнать у кого что. The imperative here is from the
perfective infinitive узнать; the imperfective imperative would be узнавайте!
18 The Russian counterpart to the English verb “interview” is “take an interview from.”
Note the governance of брать/взять что у кого = to take something from someone
15
16
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Be prepared to tell other students what you learned from your
partner.
Group D. Instructions for working with pictures and illustrations
1. Назовите предметы, которые вы видите на картинке!19
Name/label/list the objects you see in the picture.
2. Опишите ситуации, изображённые на рисунках!
Describe the situations depicted in the drawings.
3. Сравните два изображения одной комнаты и найдите различия
между ними! 20
Compare the two images of one room and find
differences between them!
4. Какую разницу / Какие различия вы видите между этими
картинками?
What differences do you see between the two pictures?
Group E. Bilingual list of directions to typical written exercises
1. Вместо пропуска вставьте глаголы в нужной форме!
Fill in the blank, putting the verbs in the required form.
2. Вставьте пропущенные / необходимые слова!
Write in the missing / needed words.
3. Закончите предложения!
Complete the sentences.
4. Закончите предложения, используя глагол…
Complete the sentences using the verb…
5. Закончите предложения, используя данные слова для справок!
Complete the sentences, using the given words from the reference
set.
6. Закончите предложения, употребите слова в скобках в нужном
падеже!
Complete the sentences; use the words in parentheses in the
required case.
7. Замените форму единственного числа формой множественного
числа!21
Назовите is the imperative of назвать. Note the preposition usage: in the picture/
drawing/ photograph = на картинке / на рисунке / на фотографии. Note as well the
diminutive картинка for a picture or illustration.
20 разница is a mass noun, used only in the singular. If you need to count individual
differences/distinctions, use различие, which has singular and plural forms. Russians will
sometimes stretch the grammar here, making the ironic quip: Это две большие разницы.
19
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Replace the singular forms with plural ones.
8. Заполните пропуски в тексте нужными формами данных слов!
Fill in the blanks in the text with the required forms of the given
words.
9. Исключите лишнее слово из данных тематических рядов!
Remove the extraneous word from the given thematic clusters.
10. Образуйте от данных прилагательных существительные с
суффиксом –ость- !
Form nouns with the suffix –ость from the given adjectives.
11. Ответьте на вопросы, заменяя выделенные слова местоимением!
Answer the questions, replacing the highlighted words with a
pronoun.
12. Отгадайте загадки!
Solve the riddle.
13. Раскройте скобки и поставьте слова в нужной форме22
Put the words in parentheses into the required form.
14. Распределите по группам однокоренные слова!
Sort words with the same root into groups.
15. Решите кроссворд!
Solve the crossword puzzle.
16. Слова, данные в скобках, поставьте в нужном числе и падеже!
Put the words in parentheses in the required number and case.
17. Соедините левую и правую колонки!
Match the right column with the left.
18. Соедините синонимы / антонимы!
Match the synonyms/antonyms.
19. Соедините части предложения!
Match the parts of the sentences.
20. Составьте предложения из данных слов!
Make sentences out of the indicated words.
21. Составьте предложения, используя одно слово из каждой
колонки!
Make sentences, using one word from each column.
Note the governance: заменять/заменить что (accusative) чем (instrumental); no
preposition is used.
22 Note that the equivalent for “put” with words and phrases uses ставить/поставить;
consequently, a word “stands” (= стоять) in a sentence or in a specific case or form (e.g.,
это слово стоит в именительном падеже).
21
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22. Составьте список (перечень)…
Make a list (enumeration) of…
23. Переделайте/трансформируйте пассивные конструкции в
активные! / Замените активные конструкции пассивными!
Transform the passive constructions into active ones. Replace
active constructions with passive ones.
24. Установите соответствия между выражениями в первой колонке
и словами во второй колонке!
Match the phrases in the first column with words in the second
column.
25. Напишите сочинение на тему… 23
Write a composition on the topic…
26. Напишите краткое изложение текста.
Write a short summary of the text.
Appendix 3. Comprehension Checks
Teacher's inquiries
1. Всё понятно? / Всё ясно?
2. Вы понимаете? or Понимаете?
3. Вы поняли?
4. Если вам что-нибудь будет непонятно, поднимите руку!
5. Скажите, пожалуйста, по-английски, что́ вы поняли! 24
Essential phrases for students to manage their learning in class.
1. Извините, но я не понял / поняла.
2. Повторите, пожалуйста! 25
3. Объясните еще раз, пожалуйста!
4. Как сказать по-русски…?
5. Как по-английски будет слово…?
6. У меня есть вопрос. 26
7. Можно задать вопрос по-английски?
8. Как пишется слово…?
Note the use of на + accusative for “on the topic.”
Note the stress on что. This strategy asks the learner themselves to summarize in the
L1, allowing the teacher to remain in the TL.
25 While English places the “please” first, Russian generally puts the imperative verb first
with пожалуйста following.
26 As an attention-getter, есть is appropriate here since there is an emphasis on the
existence of the question.
23
24
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Individualized Project-Based Reading and its Effect on
Students’ Reading Habits and Beliefs
Filip Zachoval
In recent years, a number of empirical and conceptual studies about
Project-Based Learning (PBL) have presented consistent arguments
rationalizing this approach to language learning and teaching. However,
there are no known studies available on PBL in the Russian language
classroom. This article presents the results of a qualitative research study
that investigates incorporating an individualized reading project into a
third-semester Russian classroom. Within the movement of studentcentered pedagogies, the overall purpose of this study was: (a) to
implement a reading project into a third-semester university Russian
language class and (b) to provide an analysis of some of the educational
gains made by students in the class. More specifically, the article reports
the effects of this experimental treatment on students’ reading habits and
beliefs regarding foreign language (FL) learning and provides insight
into students’ perception of the project implementation. The results
demonstrate that the project implementation had a positive effect on
reading habits and beliefs regarding FL learning, and that the project
implementation was received positively by the participants.
INTRODUCION
Project-Based Learning (PBL)1 is not new in the field of education, but its
role and application have changed considerably over time. It was
introduced and pioneered by John Dewey and William Heard Kilpatrick
in the first half of the twentieth century. Since its inception, PBL has
taken many different forms and has been applied in a variety of
disciplines and settings. Researchers and practitioners have located and
described numerous positive effects of PBL on students’ motivation,
higher-order thinking skills, and the cultivation of learner autonomy in a
wide variety of disciplines (Au et al. 1997; Blumenfeld et al. 1991;
Henry.1994; Krajcik et al. 1998). However, implementation of PBL
practice within the field of Second-Language Acquisition (SLA) is still
rather sporadic.
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One of the first advocates of project-based methodology in SLA
was Brumfit, who claimed that this language-teaching methodology
provides students with the opportunity to develop accuracy and fluency
through “emphasis on integrated projects” (1984, p. 123). Similar belief in
the positive effects of project-based methodology in creating
opportunities for second language learners to develop their abilities in
the target language was advocated by other SLA researchers and
practitioners, most notably by Beckett (1999, 2005, 2006); Fried-Booth
(1982, 1986); Carter and Thomas (1986); and Hilton-Jones (1988).
Despite the number of positive reports on project-based
methodology and an increasing interest in its use in SLA environments,
empirical studies have been scarce. While some informal research (e.g.,
Coleman 1992; Gardner 1995; Hilton-Jones 1988) suggests that projectbased instruction results in higher student motivation, improved
language skills, and teacher/student satisfaction, only a few empirical
studies have been conducted and described that examine project work in
the context of SLA. This research includes Eyring’s (1989) study on the
implementation of project-based instruction in ESL classes, including
teachers’ and students’ responses to this instruction; Turnbull’s (1999)
case study on the effectiveness of multidimensional project-based
teaching in French classes; Beckett’s (1999) study investigating PBL in
four ESL classes focusing on teacher and student evaluations of PBL
methodology and on investigation of their goals; Luke’s (2004) evaluative
case study investigating the implementation of an inquiry-based learning
approach for teaching Spanish and analyzing linguistic and educational
gains; Sidman-Taveau’s (2005) study on learners’ experience and
linguistic development with a computer-assisted version of project-based
learning in ESL classrooms; Kobayashi’s (2006) study of students’
meaning-making efforts through oral presentation and other projectrelated activities including journal writing; and Tims’ (2009) study
exploring students’ perception of PBL through their own experiences by
means of in-depth phenomenological interviewing. The majority of these
studies have been devoted to English as a Second Language (ESL), with
only a few involving other languages (Spanish, French), and none in a
Russian language classroom.
While PBL is becoming more popular in the field of SLA, the
available empirical studies are scarce and there are no known studies
available on PBL in the Russian language classroom. There is a need for
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second language research that examines the practice and effects of
project-based instruction in SLA education in general, and more research
should be done in languages other than ESL.
METHOD
This article is based on a research study2 that investigates the effects of
implementing a project-based reading treatment in a third-semester
Russian language class. More precisely, it investigates how a semesterlong project designed around reading topically related texts affected
students’ perceived reading habits and beliefs regarding FL learning. The
following research question is central to the study:
How does implementing a project-based reading
treatment affect students’ reading habits and
beliefs regarding FL?
In order to address the research question, the study set out to test the
following null hypotheses:
Second-year adult L2 students who read a series of narrow
texts (single topic and genre) based on their individual
interests following a guided procedural treatment will not
demonstrate a significant change in reading habits and beliefs
regarding FL (as measured by the pre- and post-test
attitudinal survey interviews).
In this study, the students’ reading habits and beliefs were measured
by pre- and post-treatment attitudinal survey interviews. The
students’ perception of the project implementation was based on the
post-treatment interviews. The attitudinal survey consisted of fifteen
questions that were identical for both the pre- and the post-treatment
condition. A semi-structured interview in English was conducted
before and after the treatment was implemented. The post-treatment
interview contained an additional section that collected information
about students’ experience with the project’s implementation.
Participants
Participants in this study were enrolled in a third-semester Russian
course designed for learners who had completed approximately 120-130
hours of elementary-level instruction in the Russian language, i.e., one
year of language training, at a large research institute located in the
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Southern U.S. It was a standard university-level language course
focusing on developing functional proficiency in listening, speaking,
reading, and writing. It was a four-credit-hour course that met for fifty
minutes four times a week during a fifteen-week semester; this amounts
to 57 class meetings. The course covered the first five chapters of the tenchapter textbook “Russian: Stage Two: Welcome Back!” The first two weeks
of classes were devoted to the Introductory Unit that primarily reviews
first-year material, and throughout the remainder of the fall semester, ten
class days were spent on each of the five units: nine class days on the
material and one class day on an hour-long unit exam.
Based on comparable information related to language learning,
one intact third-semester class was selected as the treatment group and
one separate intact class was chosen as the comparison group. Students
in these two sections were comparable and homogenous in their
language level3 and in their previous Russian language experience. They
were all at the same level of instruction, had received a similar number of
previous contact hours, and were enrolled at the same university the
previous semester.
Five students from the treatment group decided to participate in
the study: four were female, one was male. The average age was 20, with
21 being the oldest and 19 the youngest. Of the five participants in the
treatment group, none were freshman, two were sophomores, one was a
junior, and two were seniors. All students had completed two semesters
of Russian language instruction and of the five participants, four
previously studied other foreign languages. None of the participants
were native speakers of Russian, spoke Russian at home, or had ever
participated in a Russian study abroad program.
Treatment
During the semester, the treatment group followed the same standard
third-semester syllabus as the comparison group, but incorporated a
semester-long reading project entitled “Semester Project: Let’s Read”
(«Курсовой проект: Давайте почитаем»). In the treatment group, each
student worked with a set of three texts that were related to a topic of his
or her own interest. The same general steps, as described below, were
followed for each reading. First, students searched for a specific reading
on the Internet. Second, students worked individually on their readings
in class. Third, they shared their findings in class.
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The project allowed students to research a topic of their interest
through a set of readings with the ultimate goal of reporting their
findings in the form of a newsletter article in English. Through a series of
in-class activities and home assignments, students practiced and
developed all-around language skills (reading, listening, speaking, and
writing), acquired cultural knowledge about contemporary Russia, and
explored in-depth a topic of their interest. The project entailed
interconnected sets of sequenced tasks (see below for details) during
which students were actively engaged in information gathering,
processing, and reporting, with the ultimate goal of increased content
knowledge and language mastery. Even though the texts were used
primarily for enhancing reading comprehension, they also provided
students with a basis for developing other language skills, specifically
speaking, listening, and writing, but also grammar, vocabulary
acquisition, and cultural awareness.
Reading played a central role in this project and all related
activities stemmed from and utilized the three texts. The choice of
readings4 and the work with these texts was designed around the
following four tenets: 1) each student read a series of three texts on single
narrow topics; 2) students read a series of texts within the same genre; 3)
each student read different texts of their own choice; 4) students read to
acquire information.
Project Implementation
Work on the project followed the steps described below. Topic research
constituted the core part of the project and was conducted for each
reading.
Step One: Project Introduction – one week was devoted to the project
introduction.
First, students read the description of the project at home and
prepared questions that were discussed briefly in English the following
day in class. They were asked to make sure they understood what the
project involved, what was expected of them, and what the outcome(s) of
the project would be. This was done to familiarize students with the
project in general, to give them an idea about its main objectives,
assignments, and their involvement.
Second, students were asked to think of a field of interest and
come up with an individual topic to research throughout the semester.
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Students selected a variety of topics: some of them were related more to
their college major and/or professional interests and some were chosen
based on their personal interests.
Finally, students discussed and agreed on the format of the
project’s end product. Several possible outcomes were considered:
specifically creating a DVD, a website, a newsletter, or holding a
conference where they would present their research. They decided to
create a newsletter that would compile articles written in English. The
class instructor did not interfere in their discussion and the decision was
left solely to the students.
Step Two: Topic Research – students researched the topic of their interest
via three different readings over a period of approximately nine weeks,
devoting about three weeks to each reading. By reading three different
articles on one topic, students were able to look at the topic of their
choice from three different perspectives. The same general steps as
described below were followed each time. The amount of in-class
reading was about twenty minutes a week, which corresponded with the
amount of time that the comparison group spent reading in class.
First, students searched for specific readings on the Internet. For
the first reading, they individually came up with a few key words in
Russian that they would combine in a search engine. Usually, these
keywords would correspond to the topic of their research. For example,
the student who was interested in HIV/AIDS would search for these
words. Often, these were combined with Russian/Russia to find articles
related to that region. They received a list of several search engines and
websites (the Russian version of Google, BBC, Wikipedia, and two major
Russian search engines: “Rambler.ru” and “Yandex.ru”) to help them get
started. However, they were encouraged not to limit themselves to those
and to use any other search engines with which they were familiar.
Once they found an article, they were asked to send a link to their
instructor for his comments, suggestions, and approval. Most of the time,
their choices were approved right away. Occasionally, students reported
uncertainty about their choice or difficulty in finding an appropriate
reading. They would receive further suggestions on their choice of key
words and/or receive links to specific websites to browse, or specific
articles related to their topic. The search for specific articles was done
individually as a homework assignment and students reported spending
on average ten to fifteen minutes finding appropriate articles. Once their
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article choice was approved, they were asked to print them out and bring
them to class each day for about three weeks.
Second, students would spend about twenty minutes reading
their articles in class over the course of two weeks, usually split into two
ten-minute sessions. This was done using a method of silent reading
where students read their articles individually and the instructor walked
around and answered questions. The first reading session was usually
spent reading the introductory part and then skimming through the
entire article. In the second reading session the students completed
reading the article. However, no specific instructions on how to approach
reading were given by the instructor, who observed that each student
went about it individually and that students generally used the following
reading strategies: analyzing the title and the introductory paragraph,
paying attention to a logical structure of the whole passage, skipping
unknown words, and guessing.
Third, once they had finished reading an article, students shared
their findings in class. Each student had to prepare a short a summary of
the article in Russian and share it with his or her classmates. Students
were given about ten minutes to prepare their summaries (based on the
notes they had been taking during the reading phase) and then about ten
minutes to share their findings. Sharing was done in pairs: one student
would summarize their reading to a classmate who was encouraged to
ask additional questions. After sharing and discussing the first student’s
reading for about five minutes, the second student shared and discussed
their findings.
The same procedure was repeated for the second and third
readings.
Step Three: Research Outcome – as determined by the students
themselves, the results of their individual research were presented in the
form of a newsletter.
The students decided that each of them would write an article in
English on the topic that they chose to research at the beginning of the
semester. To make their endeavor more effective, students decided to
divide responsibilities among themselves. The division of the
responsibilities, deadlines, and the newsletter specifics were discussed
and decided by the students, often via e-mail or briefly before the
beginning of class.
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The final outcome of the project was a newsletter that consisted of
thirteen articles written in English on a variety of topics exploring
Russian history, politics, arts, sports, economics, and social issues. Each
student wrote a 500 to 700-word article. As there were no specific
instructions about the format or other attributes of the articles, the
individual articles varied in style and format. Some of them resembled a
short course paper; some had the clear features of a newspaper article;
others resembled an opinion essay. However, they all shared one
commonality—they extensively used the information that they had
learned from their respective readings.
ANALYSIS
To assess possible changes in students’ reading habits and beliefs
regarding FL, pre- and post-treatment attitudinal interviews were
conducted and analyzed. The surveys consisted of fifteen questions that
were identical for both the pre- and the post-condition. These questions
focused on six main issues related to L2 reading and were grouped by
topics to facilitate the statistical analysis. Questions 1 through 3 assessed
students’ perception of the importance of L2 reading for developing
other language skills. Questions 4 and 5 examined students’ motivation
for reading in Russian. Questions 6 through 9 determined the amount
and sources of independent reading in Russian that students undertake
outside of class. Questions 10 and 11 assessed students’ attitudes toward
the reading topics in previous classes. Questions 12 and 13 examined
types of readings in which students are most interested. Questions 14
and 15 determined students’ self-assessment of their current reading
proficiency.
The oral interviews were recorded and later transcribed and
analyzed using content cross-case analysis. The analysis adopted a
qualitative approach by using descriptive statistics, quotations, and
examples mentioned during the interviews. The data were read a variety
of times, looking for key ideas or topics and labeling these ideas with
marginal notes. Any recurring topics raised in the interviews were
categorized and juxtaposed. Based on the six question sets established for
the qualitative analysis, the following section presents the major findings
in relation to each question set. Additionally, students’ responses toward
the project are presented at the end of this section.
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Question Set One: Perception of the role of reading in FL acquisition.
To define students’ perception of the role of reading in FL
acquisition, the first interview question asked: What is, in your opinion, the
role of reading in Russian language courses? All students interviewed
deemed reading to have an important role in FL acquisition. The
respondents stated possible effects that reading can have on language
acquisition. Most often mentioned was a positive effect on vocabulary
development, followed by an effect on grammar in general. One of the
respondents recognized the role of reading as a base for other language
skills. The following examples represent typical responses from students
on the pre-treatment interview.
Example 1: I personally feel it’s essential, in not only figuring out
how to construct the language cleanly, grammatically, but it’s
interesting to look at words, how other people use them.
Example 2: Well, I think that reading is the first thing you learn to
do in Russian. I think I’m much more comfortable in reading than
doing anything else. And I think that when I see the words a lot
when reading, I will be able to understand them better. I think
that it’s my springboard for learning other skills.
In the post-treatment interview, the same question was asked to
find out how students perceived the role of reading in FL acquisition. As
in the pre-treatment interview, students acknowledged the valuable role
of reading in FL acquisition. However, when addressing specific areas
that reading could possibly affect, there were three major changes. First,
the previous connection between reading and vocabulary development
was less present, while the recognition of reading as a base for other
language skills remained. Second, students were more specific when
addressing the positive effect that reading can have on grammar, and
repeatedly mentioned a relationship between reading and syntax. Third,
one respondent cited a positive relationship between reading and
creating affirmative individual motivation in FL acquisition. The
following examples represent typical responses from students in the
post-treatment interview.
Example 3: For me, it’s basically to understand the grammar and
how the language goes together. And, hopefully, make it easier to
learn how to speak.
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Example 4: I think it is important in establishing a good
grammatical foundation. And perhaps it depends on the reading
material and whether you are being exposed to what Russian
people would read – it kind of sets up your ambitions for the
future in terms of learning language.
Question Set Two: The sources of enjoyment and motivation (or lack
thereof) in reading Russian.
To determine the bases for students’ enjoyment and motivation to
read in Russian, the following two questions were asked in both the preand post-treatment interviews: Why/why not do you enjoy reading in
Russian? Why/why not are you motivated to read in Russian? Students most
often reported a sense of satisfaction and accomplishment when
overcoming challenges associated with reading as the main source of
their enjoyment and motivation. At the same time, they also stated that
difficulties in overcoming challenges when reading in Russian could lead
to frustration. A couple of respondents reported that their motivation
came from previous long-term goals of being able to read Russian
literature in the original.
Example 5: I guess I kind of find it more difficult than the other
skills in Russian and I like to figure it out, although I get
frustrated very easily.
Example 6: I really like Russian writers and I’d like to be able to
read them in the original language. So I guess I’m very motivated
because eventually I want to be able to do that.
In the post-treatment interview, a majority of students reported a
sense of satisfaction in overcoming challenges associated with reading in
the FL. None of the respondents expressed frustration associated with
reading, which was reported repeatedly in the pre-treatment interviews.
Two students also remarked that they were motivated to read in Russian
because they think it will help them with other skills, namely speaking.
One student noticed her motivation coming from expanding her
viewpoint in Russian when reading. Below are some examples from the
post-treatment interview.

120

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

Example 7: It’s pretty inherent in me. When I’m learning foreign
languages, I want to take on the challenges. That’s probably
where the motivation comes from, more than anything else.
Example 8: I think it’ll help me with my conversational language
and by reading here and there, I can get better.
Question Set Three: The types and sources of independent reading.
In order to determine what reading students undertake outside of
class, they were asked these two questions: What have you read that was
not required as a part of your Russian language course? Where did you find
those readings? Respondents reported having read mostly newspaper
articles, short stories, and song lyrics. The majority of these readings
were found on the Internet, although one respondent reported checking
out a book of short stories from a university library. The responses on the
post-treatment interview were almost identical to those on the pretreatment interview, with the exception of being more specific about the
Internet resources, as some students mentioned specific websites they
read, namely the Russian version of BBC and Wikipedia. Here are a few
typical responses:
Example 9: The Russian news websites, I go to those and I try to
read some of the stories.
Example 10: I’ve read quite a few articles online and now I have
starting reading Russian song lyrics online, just a few really
random things. They have amusing Russian websites and those
are typically in Russian.
Question Set Four: Students’ attitudes toward previous reading topics in
relation to their interests.
In order to find out about students’ attitudes toward the reading
topics in their previous language classes and whether these reflected
students’ personal interests, the respondents were asked to elaborate on
the following two statements: I liked the reading topics in my previous
Russian classes. The reading topics in my previous Russian classes reflected my
personal interests. The majority of students reported that they had a
favorite reading in their previous language class. Favorite readings
varied among all respondents, as each mentioned a different text. These
121

Individualized Project-Based Reading
Filip Zachoval

included song lyrics, fairy-tales, children’s’ poems, and short stories. One
student stated that she did not enjoy any previous readings. In terms of
the relationship between the previous texts and students’ interest, two
respondents reported their desire for being able to choose readings of
their own interest.
Example 11: Honestly, I didn’t enjoy any readings we did in class.
When I was little I read some Russian fairy tales in English and I
wish we could read those.
Example 12: We read Pushkin’s poems in the original and I was
able to understand them, so I liked that a lot. It’s not really that I
enjoyed the story itself; it was more the fact that I could read it
and understand. Also, we read some song lyrics. Those were fun.
In contrast with the pre-treatment interview, in the posttreatment interviews students unanimously reported that they liked the
reading topics in their current language classes and that those topics
reflected their personal interests. In addition to their positive attitudes
toward their readings, students also stated reasons for enjoying them.
The most common reason was that they liked the freedom of choosing
texts that reflected their interests, followed by being given an
opportunity to work with materials outside of the textbook. The
examples below illustrate typical responses.
Example 13: It would definitely be the articles for the project. The
reading topics, in general, in the book are very limited. I mean it’s
nice from a learning perspective, but I do really well when I’m
thrown into just a pool of language, so allowing us to find our
own articles and read them was really useful.
Example 14: I like the project reading topics, because we got to
choose our own, something we really wanted to read. It was cool
to go and be able to research topics we wanted to, because in the
book it’s limited to the vocabulary that’s in the unit. So it was
great to be able to read our own texts outside of the textbook
materials.
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Question Set Five: students’ individual reading goals.
To get an insight into students’ individual reading goals, they
were asked: What are you interested in being able to read in Russian, and in
what fields? The respondents’ answers revealed a great diversity in their
interests both in the fields and types of readings they would like to read.
Five students reported interest in about sixteen different fields, ranging
from science to history to law. Only three fields (classic literature,
history, and political science) were mentioned repeatedly. The majority
of students mentioned interest in readings related to their respective
career interests. The respondents’ answers were replicated in the posttreatment interviews.
Question Set Six: students’ self-assessment of their current reading skills.
To determine students’ self-evaluations and the possible factors
affecting their confidence in reading Russian, the following two
questions were asked: Why/why not do you feel confident about the ability to
read authentic Russian texts? How do you perceive your Russian reading skills?
The respondents reported confidence in reading textbook texts,
especially in getting the main ideas of their readings, but noted being
much less confident about reading other texts. The most common
disappointment reported was in vocabulary, which students seemed to
attribute to their lack of confidence and their perception of weak reading
skills. A few respondents linked their weaker reading skills with
insufficient amount of exposure and practice. The following two
examples illustrate students’ self-assessment of their reading skills prior
to the treatment.
Example 15: I think I don’t practice enough on my own and I
know I should do that. I can get the gist of what I’m reading,
except occasionally I need to look up a word I don’t understand.
Because of my frustration, I sometimes try to figure out every
word, what it means, which is not necessarily what I need to do
in order to understand the overall concept.
Example 16: Stuff we do in class I feel 100%, but not the stuff
that’s meant for the native speakers. Whenever I pick up a
newspaper article, I understand maybe 5% of it.
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In their post-treatment interviews, all respondents reported being
more confident compared to the pre-treatment. The degree of their
confidence varied, from “a little bit more” and “more” to “pretty” and
“strongly” confident. Students also stated feeling an improvement in
their reading skills; namely, an increased ability to understand the main
points of their readings, better orientation within a text, and focus on the
overall meaning of a text. At the same time, some of the respondents
mentioned a lack of vocabulary knowledge to be a shortcoming in their
reading skills and to negatively affect their confidence. Typical
comments by students sampled are presented in the following examples.
Example 17: I feel strongly confident now, because I take time to
sit down and struggle with it instead of just looking it up, but I
still don’t feel 100% confident. I get very excited when I do know
some things. I mean when I’m able to pick things up and kind of
clue something together. That makes me feel better about my
ability. I feel for the level I’m at, it’s good. But it could be
stronger, obviously.
Example 18: Even though I can’t necessarily understand
everything that’s going on, I’m starting to be able to put things
together. I’m a little bit more confident, but still I feel it’s mostly
the vocabulary I need to work on. It’s easier for me to get an
overall picture of what I read now. I feel I’m better now than I
was before.
Based on the results of the content cross-case analysis of the six
question sets, the null hypothesis can be rejected, as a significant
difference in students’ reading habits and beliefs regarding foreign
language (FL) learning occurred, as demonstrated by shifts between the
pre-treatment to the post-treatment answers.
Students’ Evaluation of the Project
As mentioned earlier, students from the treatment group were asked to
evaluate the procedural treatment they underwent during the posttreatment interview. They were asked these three questions: What did you
think about the project? What were the biggest strengths of the project? What
were the biggest weaknesses of the project?
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Students unanimously reported that they liked the project. The
most commonly reported reason for the positive project evaluation was
the freedom of choice in both their reading topics and specific texts. They
stated that this allowed them to work with materials that they were
interested in and that were related to their respective careers.
Respondents also mentioned enjoying the use of authentic materials as a
supplementary component to their textbook, as they found choosing
their own texts both stimulating and novel. Several students also
reported enjoying working on the newsletter. As for the biggest
weakness, respondents mentioned a few diverse reasons: difficulty in
working together with other classmates and time constraints. Below are
typical responses:
Example 19: I thought it was excellent. It really let us get out there
and do what we wanted to do in topics we were interested in.
And the fact we could pull out the information from the Russian
sites was just great. I think it was a little time consuming. I wish it
was a little more like a grade project. Otherwise, I really liked the
project.
Example 20: I liked it, I really did. I mean, I got really fired up
when I heard that I would get to do something on my own
choosing. I tried to pick up something related to my own career.
It didn’t take that much work, as I thought it would and I just
really enjoyed it. I was impressed with what people produced
from what they had been reading all semester and researching.
I’m really proud of what we came out with.
In summary, students’ comments suggest that the experimental
treatment created a new reading experience for the participants. The
experimental readings, based on student evaluations, were much more
comprehensible and interesting when compared to the textbook
readings.
DISCUSSION
This study employed an experimental methodology to investigate the
implementation of an interactive reading project in a third-semester
Russian language class. More specifically, the study examined the
possible effects of a project-based experimental treatment on students’
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reading habits and beliefs and their perception of the project
implementation. The central findings from the data analysis are twofold:
1) The students following a guided procedural treatment that
involved researching topics of individual choice and interest through a
set of readings revealed a significant change in students’ reading habits
and beliefs regarding FL. Furthermore, the students seemed to modify
their old reading habits and were able to read with focus more on macroprocessing rather than on micro-processing of textual details. As a result,
the experimental input encouraged the active interaction between
students and the texts leading to students’ increased beliefs about the
importance of reading in FL acquisition.
2) The study participants responded positively to the
experimental treatment, i.e., project implementation. The PBL
framework5 for reading a series of texts of the students’ own choosing
proved to be an enjoyable experience for the treatment group. Based on
their responses to the attitudinal survey, the treatment group not only
enjoyed the reading, but also expressed interest in being able to read
texts of their own choosing in subsequent semesters.
In summary, at this early stage of research into implementing
PBL in the language classroom, a central finding from the treatment
group is the fact that the students were able to successfully read on their
own a series of authentic texts of their own choosing. Furthermore, this
implementation of PBL had the effect of improving reading skills,
positively affecting some beliefs and habits related to FL.
LIMITATIONS
The current experiment does have certain limitations. First, the current
findings may not be generalizable to all FL learners. The participants
used in this study came from a particular group of third-semester
university students. Whether other categories of FL learners such as
advanced students would respond to the experimental treatment in a
similar way is not clear. Additionally, the study of this particular design
was conducted with learners of Russian. Whether students of other
foreign languages would respond to the treatment differently is unclear
and studies with other L2s are desirable, especially those with different
scripts or alphabets.
Second, the current study also exhibits a number of limitations in
regard to its design, some of which were unavoidable due to curriculum
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and pragmatic requirements. They include the sample size and the
number of instructors. A study of this type might generate more
meaningful results with larger samples of both students and instructors.
Third, PBL is a wide-ranging concept and specific projects, as
described by language instructors in the available literature, vary greatly.
Whether different forms of projects would produce similar results is not
clear. If a similar project were to be integrated into a curriculum, it could
be used more fully as a learning tool. Students could spend more time
reading their texts and a more detailed discussion of their individual
topics could be held during regular class hours. Work on the final
product could take place in the classroom. In the case of this study,
students read three relatively short texts during the semester, and it is
unclear whether the choice of one longer text would have altered the
results.
Fourth, the study participants were not assessed for their precise
language proficiency levels by any standardized scales (such as the
ILR/ACTFL) at any time during the course of the study. Whether
differing proficiency levels among students would affect the results of
the study and students’ perception of the project is unclear.3
PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
Bearing in mind the limitations of this experiment, the results of the
study lead to a proposal of the following pedagogical modifications to
improve the way foreign language reading is taught in Russian classes in
particular and potentially in other languages, as well.
First, language educators should incorporate projects into the FL
classroom. With closer integration of PBL into FL instruction through a
procedural approach to reading, there appears to be a possibility that L2
learners develop more efficient reading skills. The fact that the
experimental treatment could be implemented into the standard
curriculum suggests that increasing the flexibility of reading does not
necessarily involve any major curricular changes; thus, the standard
curriculum and pedagogy of existing L2 courses can remain in place.
Second, language educators should provide FL learners with a
choice of their own reading texts, based on students’ background
knowledge and/or interests. Reading in one’s own fields of interest may
help FL learners to more successfully build cultural competence than
reading a single de-contextualized article written for sophisticated
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readers who belong to the target culture. At the same time, and perhaps
most significantly, the findings in the current study can be used to argue
that the FL profession needs to encourage instructors to step away from
selecting all materials used in the classroom. Instead of FL instructors
deciding what texts students should read, a more appropriate goal
should be to enable students to choose particular topics or even specific
readings.
Researchers and educators involved with SLA are faced with the
challenging task of providing instruction and content for all learners that
are culturally appropriate, personally relevant, and maximally effective.
PBL has the potential of helping them reach these goals by incorporating
content- and interdisciplinary-oriented elements into language courses,
and by taking full advantage of students’ individual strengths and
interests.
NOTES
1. The definition of PBL varies to a certain degree both among the
different fields that incorporate it (K-12 education, educational
psychology, instructional technology, mathematics, the sciences, etc.) and
within the discipline of SLA. As the versatility of PBL makes it difficult to
articulate one single definition, Stoller (in Beckett 2006) specified
conditions that should be present for effective project-based learning to
take place:
1. Have a process and product orientation;
2. Be defined, at least in part, by students, to encourage student
ownership in the project;
3. Extend over a period of time (rather than a single class session);
4. Encourage the natural integration of skills;
5. Make a dual commitment to language and content learning;
6. Oblige students to work in groups and on their own;
7. Require students to take some responsibility for their own
learning through the gathering, processing, and reporting of
information from target language resources;
8. Require teacher and students to assume new roles and
responsibilities;
9. Result in a tangible final product; and
10. Conclude with student reflections on both the process and the
product.
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2. The study described in this article was a part of a larger research study
(unpublished) that also measured the effects of the same experimental
treatment on students’ reading comprehension, perceived reading skills,
and overall language proficiency.
3. Language proficiency in both groups was followed throughout the
semester to gauge whether the students in the study group were able to
cover the same material with similar success as the students in the
control group. More specifically, the groups’ results on five written unit
exams were compared. Each written exam lasted fifty minutes, was
cumulative in nature, and focused on recently learned material from the
course textbook. The average difference between the means of the
comparison group and the treatment group grades on all of the five
written exams was 3.16% on a 100% scale. This indicates an equivalent
level of language ability between groups over the course of the semester.
The comparison is only approximate, as the low number of participants
did not support quantitative analysis.
4. All the articles were found and chosen by students themselves.
Students were instructed to find three different articles on one topic, all
written in the same genre. However, no further specific characteristics
(e.g., length, sources of these articles, specific genre) were required.
Nevertheless, during the course of working with the texts in class, the
instructor noticed that the majority of texts were about 500 words in
length and most of them were newspaper articles.
5. The overall theoretical framework for the design of this experimental
treatment was Project-based Learning. However, numerous
commonalities between the proposed treatment design described in this
article and treatments stemming from other service-based learning
methods (such as Free Voluntary Reading, Sustained Silent Reading, or
Extensive Reading) can be found.
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A Cognitive Grammar Approach to
Teaching the Russian Case System
Carlee Arnett
Diana Lysinger
This study examines modern Russian cases within a Cognitive Grammar
framework. Grammatical case, as one of the fundamental language
categories, has always interested linguistic researchers. In languages that
possess case systems, virtually no utterance is possible without taking into
account grammatical case. This grammatical category is very complex and
its acquisition is an enormously arduous task for learners whose native
language does not possess a case system or a case system that is not as
pronounced as it is in the target language. According to Janda (2002), “the
meanings of grammatical cases are probably the biggest obstacle faced by
students trying to learn Russian.” Cognitive Grammar (CG) (Langacker
1987, 1991; Lakoff 1990) offers a particularly effective and practical
approach to language that relates grammar to mental processes and
structures in human cognition. It claims that lexicon, morphology, and
syntax form a gradation that is fully explainable by means of symbolic
units, and that language grammar preexists in human’s conceptual
apparatus in form of these units.
There are a number of theoretical works written on case systems in
languages based on the CG theory, but no research has been done on
whether such explanations are beneficial for learners of a second language.
Moreover, although the category of case has always drawn the attention of
researchers, most current textbooks, with the exception of Janda (2002),
still offer the L2 learners descriptions based on traditional grammar (cf.
Smirnitsky 1955; Kuzpetsov 1961/2003; Zemskaja 1973). In this paper, I
intend to provide support for the practicality of a CG-based, semantic
characterization of the Russian case system.
The following section describes the theoretical analysis of the Russian
case system within CG and is based on the work of Langacker for
English (1987) and Janda for Russian (2002). As in many languages, the
case of a noun or pronoun in Russian signifies its function in the
sentence; that is, whether it is acting as the subject or an object, or
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whether it is acting in some other capacity. There are six cases in
Russian: Nominative, Accusative, Dative, Instrumental, Genitive, and
Prepositional, each case signifies a specific range of functions. The
nominative case denotes the subject of the sentence, the accusative
case―its direct object. The patient is any result of the actions produced
by the name, or just its focus of attention, as is, for example, with sense
verbs to see, to hear, to listen, to feel, etc. Name’s action can thus be of nonphysical character, but simply demonstrate that the patient is the next
important participant after the name, because of some sort of direct
relation between them, as for example in examples 1 and 2.
(1)
Я жду тебя. ‘I am waiting for you, lit. I wait you’
(2)
Она знает его. ‘She knows him’
Moreover, the accusative case is used with time expressions in Russian,
when they indicate: 1) the duration of the activity or state indicated by
the verb (Я работал всю ночь ‘I worked a whole night’); 2) the frequency
of repeated actions with an adjective such as каждый ‘every’ in a
temporal noun phrase (Я работаю каждую ночь ‘I work every night’).
The dative case is used to signal the indirect object, such as the receiver
of something. Presence of a receiver in a clause typically assumes at least
two more participants, the name and the patient, but many constructions
are possible with only an imaginary patient. In Russian the object of the
name’s thanks, congratulations, and forgiveness is expressed by the
accusative case, other dative verbs such as ‘to believe’, ‘to trust’, ‘to help’,
‘to say’, ‘to advise’ are used with the receiver, and the patient is only
imaginary. Examples 3 and 4 as well as diagram in Figure 1 demonstrate
such uses of the dative case.
(3)
Я тебе помогу. ‘I will help you’
(4)
Он тебе верит. ‘He believes you’
The dative case is also widely used with auxiliaries нужно/надо ‘it is
recommended/required’, можно/нельзя ‘it is allowed/not allowed’, and in
impersonal constructions which are used to express a temporary state, for
example the English expression ‘She is cold’ is translated as an impersonal
construction in Russian and ‘she’ is used in the dative case: Ей холодно.
The dative is generally used when the subject is the goal of the action, so
Она холодная (‘she’ in the nominative case) would imply that ‘she’ is the
source, not the recipient of the coldness. There are also other verbs in
Russian which require the use of the dative case: звонить ‘to ring’,
отвечать ‘to answer’, cказать ‘to tell’, служить ‘to serve’, угрожать ‘to
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threaten’, не хватать ‘to lack, to fall short’, подражать ‘to imitate’,
нравиться ‘to be pleasing to’, принадлежать ‘to belong to’, удаваться ‘to
succeed’, казаться ‘to seem’, верить ‘to believe’, помогать ‘to help’,
подходить ‘to suit’, хватать ‘to be enough’, навредить ‘to damage’,
доверять ‘to trust, to rely on’, противоречить ‘to contradict’, советовать
‘to advise’, рекомендовать ‘to recommend.’ Furthermore, Russians use
dative case when talking about their age: Мне двадцать лет ‘I am twenty
years old.’

Imaginary

Patient

Name

Figure 1: An action involving a name, a receiver, and an imaginary
patient.
The Russian language also has a particularly rich assortment of
impersonal constructions requiring no other participants except for the
dative receiver (Divjak and Janda 2008). Sentences 5 through 8
demonstrate some of such constructions, each of which presents a
finished and clear idea:
(5)
Мне холодно ‘I am cold, lit. [To] me cold’
(6)
Мне плохо ‘I feel bad, lit. [To] me bad’
(7)
Мне непонятно. ‘I do not understand, lit. [To] me unclear’
(8)
Мне жаль. ‘I am sorry, lit. [To] me pity’
Such constructions use the receiver instead of the name, although using a
nominative participant and paraphrasing slightly to express the same or
similar idea is possible, to signal that something of which the participant
is not in charge is happening to him, and he is only a passive receiver of
whatever an unknown name (life, destiny?) offers him. In such instances,
both the name and the patient are left out, and can be depicted only as
imaginary objects, as in Figure 2.
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Imaginary
Patient

Imaginary
name

Receiver

Figure 2: Impersonal constructions.
The genitive case is the case that marks a noun as modifying another noun.
It functions: 1) to indicate one noun being the possessor of another noun;
2) to express negation, even when no possessives are involved―его ‘he’
(GEN), for example, in Его здесь нет ‘He is not here’; 3) to express partial
direct object (part of the whole) to indicate that the action covers only a
part of the direct object, whereas similar constructions using the accusative
case denote full coverage; 4) following the verbs that express an intention
to reach or achieve certain goal, such as ждать ‘to wait for’, ожидать ‘to
expect’, искать ‘to look for’, достигать ‘to achieve’, желать ‘to wish for’,
хотеть ‘to want’, просить ‘to ask for’, требовать ‘to demand’ and some
others, the choice of case (Genitive or Accusative) mainly depends on the
(un)certainty of the aspired or desired object. The more certain or concrete
the desired object, the more the likelihood of using the accusative case.
Therefore, one can ask someone for any sum of money, generally, or one
can ask for a certain sum of money, and in Russian, these two expressions
will be expressed by using the word money in the accusative or the genitive
case accordingly: просить денег (Gen.) and просить деньги (Acc.).
Whereas the first expression implies the will to get any sum of money or
just some money in general, the second expression would be used when
one is asking, for example, to return the sum loaned, or the sum
previously discussed.
Examples are given in 9, 10 and 11, where the referee is used in
conjunction with the name, the patient, and the receiver.
(9)
Это дети моей сестры. ‘These are my sister’s children.’
(10)
Он помнит холод зимы. ‘He remembers the cold of winter.’
(11)
Я доверяю друзьям родителей. ‘I rely on my parents’ friends.’
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Graphic illustrations of the above
correspondingly by Figures 3, 4 and 5.

examples

are

provided

Referee:
сестра
Name:
дети

Figure 3: Referee of a name.

Referee:
Name:
он

Patient:
холод

зима

Figure 4: Referee of a patient.

Imaginary

Referee:

Patient

родители
Name:
я

Receiver
друзья

Figure 5: Referee of a receiver.
The instrumental case is used to express the means by which something is
done. For example, the word pencil in ‘I wrote the letter with a pencil’
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requires the use of the instrumental case in Russian. When used with a
preposition c ‘with’ the instrumental case signals a companion rather than
an instrument. So, ‘to wave with a hand’ requires the noun hand in the
instrumental case, but ‘to laugh with a friend’ requires the preposition c
before the noun friend and the instrumental case ending on it.
Furthermore, the instrumental case is used to denote a time in which an
action occurs. For example, in the sentence Я работаю днём ‘I work during
the day’, the word день ‘day’ in its instrumental case denotes the time in
which the action takes place. The instrumental case also denotes a role or a
change of the role, i.e., status, profession, theatre role: Я работаю
учителем ‘I work as a teacher.’ The use of the instrumental case is
required after the verbs: быть ‘to be’, гордиться ‘to be proud of’,
становиться ‘to become’, обладать ‘to possess’, оказаться ‘to turn out to
be’, пользоваться ‘to use’, заниматься ‘to be engaged in’, интересоваться
‘to be interested in’, увлекаться ‘to be keen on’, хвастаться ‘to boast.’
One function of the instrumental case is shown in the example ‘Kathy
baked the cake with her own hands.’ Hand (in Russian, “own hands” –
Pl, Instr.) in this case is seen as the instrument that Kathy used in order
to prepare the cake, and, as was mentioned earlier, the label instrument
seems to be the easiest to remember for students, be that instrument a
real instrument, a body part or a companion (in which case a preposition
with is required). The role archetype of an instrument, according to
(Langacker 1991), is a passive participant in the source domain (not in
the recipient domain), which means that it must stand close to the name
and help the name perform an action through or by means of it.
One can define as instruments all clause participants, by means of which
the name performs an action. Presence of an instrument is thus not
possible in sentences where there is no action taking place, but sentences
like ‘I write by hand’, ‘I hear with the ears’, ‘I see with the eyes’, etc. in
Russian require only two participants: the name and the instrument, and
a verb, without recourse to prepositions: Я пишу рукой, Я слышу ушами,
Я вижу глазами. Such situations can be depicted by figure 6.
The prepositional case is close to the genitive case, as it is not an
active participant and it also serves as a reference point. However, while
the genitive case expresses characteristics of one individually taken
participant of an action, the prepositional case describes a place or a time
period (moment) where (when) something is or happens. I labeled it
place, and, since place is not directly involved in an action, its shape
should not be a circle, but a rectangle. In the sentence ‘In the house,
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Kathy gave Lisa’s sister a cake’, the place is the house, where the action
of giving took place.

Name

Instrument

Figure 6: The instrumental case without a patient.

Place:
in the house
Patient:
cake
Receiver
sister

Name:
Kathy
Action: gave

Figure 7: The prepositional case.
For more advanced students or heritage speakers, a sentence
containing all six cases can be used to demonstrate the roles that every
case performs. Sentences (12) and (13) could be used for these purposes.
(12)
Учитель пальцем указал ученику решение задачи в книге. ‘The
teacher with a finger pointed to the student the solution to the exercise in
the book.’
(13)
На уроке студентка карандашом написала письмо подруге
детства. ‘In class, the student wrote a letter to her childhood friend with
a pencil.’
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Although the sentences use a lot of words, the main idea of each sentence
can be expressed by three most important words: Учитель указал
решение. ‘The teacher pointed out the solution’ in (12), and Студентка
написала письмо. ‘The student wrote a letter’ in (13). Further on, other
participants of the sentences should be added one by one according to
their significance in the sentence, and every step should be depicted
graphically. CG descriptions and diagrams of the Russian cases that were
provided to the students can be found in detail in Appendix B.
Despite all the research that has been done previously and recently
on Russian case (cf. Babby 1980, 1986; Pestsky 1982; Stjepanovic 1996;
Neidle 1988; Bondarko 1991), most Russian textbooks use the traditional
method of explaining case. The most commonly used textbooks for first
year are Golosa: A Basic Course in Russian, Russian Stage One: Live from
Russia, Nachalo, and Troika: A Communicative Approach to Russian Language,
Life, and Culture. The textbook Golosa comes in two volumes each
consisting of ten units. Live from Russia is divided into two six-unit parts.
Each part contains six chapters and each unit is designed for
approximately two weeks of instruction. Nachalo is two books each with
seven units. Live from Russia is the new and revised version of Live from
Moscow. Nachalo is available in a two-volume format to be used during the
first two years of language learning. Troika: A Communicative Approach to
Russian Language, Life, and Culture consists of eighteen chapters and comes
in one volume.
All of the textbooks have a similar format of when and how to
introduce case. They start with the nominative case, then the prepositional,
the accusative, the genitive, the dative, and finally the instrumental. In
Golosa and Live from Russia, the first four cases are introduced in the first
volume or the first half of the textbook, in chapters 1 through 6. Nachalo
begins with the nominative case in chapters 1 and 2. The accusative case is
covered in chapters 3 and 12. Troika does not start the discussion of the
case system until chapter 4 (out of 18) and introduces the nominative
along with the prepositional case. It explains the accusative in chapters 7
and 8, and the genitive in chapters 10, 11, and 15. However, in chapter 1 of
Troika students learn about “object forms” of personal pronouns, and in
chapter 2 about “subject forms” of personal pronouns. Therefore, when
students start chapter four, they know the basic forms of nouns and
adjectives, which is very similar to other textbooks’ format, with the only
difference that other textbooks state explicitly already in chapter 1 that the
basic form of a noun or pronoun is the nominative case. The dative case is
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introduced in chapter 6 of Live from Russia, in chapter 13 of Troika, in
chapters 7 and 8 of Golosa and in chapters 6, 8, 9, and 13 of Nachalo. The
instrumental case typically follows the dative case and is introduced last.
Although all of the textbooks explain different uses of all cases very
thoroughly and extensively, none of the previously described textbooks
provides students with an overview of the case system, nor do any of the
textbooks use graphics or diagrams to better explain the function of
grammatical cases in sentences. Moreover, since Russian has an extensive
case system and many grammatical instances are associated with cases
(the use of the verb нравиться – to like with the dative case; reflexive verbs;
two-way prepositions), there is the danger of confusing learners by
introducing more “uses” of cases.
The following table provides the above information on sequence
and scope.
Table 1: Introduction of Cases in the Beginning Russian Textbooks

Textbook

Nominative Preposit.
Case
Case

Accusative Genitive
Case
Case

Dative
Case

Instrumen.
Case

Golosa
(2 volumes,
20 units)

1, 2

1, 3, 4

5, 7

6, 7

8

9

Live from Russia
(2 volumes,
1, 2, 4
12 units)

2, 3, 4

5, 6

5, 6

6

10

Troika
(18 units)

4, 5, 6

7, 8

10, 11, 15

13

16, 17

3, 7

3, 12

4, 5, 6, 8, 12

6, 8, 9, 10, 13

9

4

Nachalo
(2
volumes,
1,2
18 units)

As a result of current Russian textbook presentations of case, students do
not have an overview of the case system and do not see cases as connected
with each other in any way.
Janda’s (2002) The Case Book for Russian constitutes one exception; it
is an example of the cognitive approach in explaining the Russian case
system in a non-traditional way. Unlike in traditional approaches to case,
the author avoids offering rules and focuses instead on explaining
141

A Cognitive Grammar Approach to Teaching the Russian Case System
Arnett, Lysinger

coherent groupings of motives that govern case usage. The book presents
the basic meaning of each case, and it also shows all the specific
applications of cases and how they relate to the basic meaning. It focuses
on only one case at a time, which makes presentation less complicated for
a first-time learner. Unfortunately, being complete and very detailed, the
book only focuses on grammatical cases and is intended precisely for case
instruction. Therefore, it is not suited to be an everyday textbook in a
general language class. Another impressive study was performed by
Neidle: The Role of Case in Russian Syntax (1988), but this book, too, because
of its thoroughness, would not work as a textbook in a Russian class with
only three to five hours per week. This paper seeks to provide a way to
teach and explain case that would be suitable to typical instruction three to
five times a week, and that would provide the learners of language with a
solid idea about the case system as one meaningful and functional
grammatical and semantic unit.
This paper aims to show that a cognitive model of role archetypes
and thematic roles can be used to provide a more comprehensive analysis
of the Russian case system for learners than what has been previously
offered. Although CG is a usage-based theory, its view of language is in
itself not a pedagogical method. Therefore, the principles that CG offers
need to be incorporated into the class instruction and adapted to students’
needs. CG claims that all grammatical structures and relations are
meaningful, but one does not need to be a linguist in order to comprehend
these meanings, since they already exist in a human’s general conceptual
apparatus. For that reason, the methods of CG can be seen as a shortcut to
comprehension of the most problematic grammatical issues by means of
the extraction of general rules from the inherent linguistic data. Another
big advantage for teachers is that CG does not discount previous research,
but rather serves as its symbolic alternative. It can be used independently,
and it can also serve as an additional aid for grammar explanation.
In this study, 17 students enrolled in first year Russian were used to test
the effectiveness of using CG to teach case. This first-year Russian class
served as the experimental group, where the instructor in charge taught
the CG approach to case as it came up in the natural course of the
textbook, Golosa. The instructor for first-year Russian, i.e., the instructor in
charge of the experimental group, was trained to present cases relying on a
cognitive grammar-based model. He also received all folia and
instructions needed for introducing the cases, as well as handouts for
students. The activities used for each case ask the student to match the
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drawing of the case relationship to a description of the participant roles.
Then the students match sentences to the drawing. Lastly, the students
create their own diagrams and their own sentences to match or they create
sentences and then the diagrams. As each new case is introduced, the
instructor can review the old cases and remind the students of the names
of cases still to come. These activities are meant to take about 10-15
minutes and are done when the case is introduced in the textbook for the
class. The activities used in class are given in Appendix C.
Since there was only one section of first-year Russian at the home
institution, classes at another university were chosen as the control site for
Russian because they used the same textbook and have roughly the same
student class size and demographics. At the other university, no changes
in the instruction of cases were made, and students received textbookbased grammar instruction. After the students of both the experimental
and the control groups completed one year of instruction, they were given
a post-test to assess their knowledge of the Russian case system. Again,
both groups were unaware of the upcoming test, so I can suppose that no
specific effort or variation of instruction was undertaken and the results I
received from the experimental and control groups represent the typical
teaching outcomes after one year of regular class instruction.
The Russian test that all students received also contained three
assignments. The first task tested meta-knowledge and consisted of ten
sentences. In every sentence, there were some (not all) nouns or personal
pronouns underlined, and the students were asked to define the cases of
the underlined words. The second assignment was a fill-in-the-blank task,
where students were asked to fill in the missing words (given in
parentheses) in the correct case form. This assignment consisted of eight
sentences, with a total of twelve blanks. Here, even if students made a
spelling or grammar (wrong declension or gender) mistake, but it was
clear that they identified the case correctly, the task was considered
successfully completed. The third test section was a free writing with a
prompt. The students were given a cartoon and a set of words needed for
the description of the picture, and were asked to write five sentences in
Russian about what they saw and what was going on. No further
instruction was given, and this task was intended to serve a number of
purposes: 1) to see whether students were capable of composing an
extended sentence using nouns in other than the nominative case; 2) to see
whether one of the tested groups used holistically more elaborate
sentences than the other; 3) to see whether there was a tendency in any
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group to prefer one case over the other, or whether there was a tendency
to avoid certain case(s); 4) to see to what extent both tested groups were
capable of producing grammatically correct sentences. The complete test
and assessment methods are included in Appendix A.
The following section is a discussion of the results of the study. The
graphs below show the overall results of the study, which are that the CGinstructed group demonstrated better accuracy in recognizing and using
cases than the traditional group, although the drop pattern is similar in
both groups.
Table 2a and b: Overview of the data results after three test sections in
Group 1 (CG).

Group 1
Overview of the Results

Total after 3 test sections
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Test Section 2
Test Section 1
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Group 2
Overview of the Results
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Total after 3 test sections
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Student's No.

Students’ overall performance on all three test sections differs significantly
in the CG-instructed group and the group which received the traditional
case instruction. The difference in performance was already seen in the
first test section. Starting with the first test section, students in the CGinstructed group were more capable of recognizing the cases in Russian
sentences and achieved an average result of 83%, while the traditional
group identified 61% of the cases on the first test section correctly. A
similar point difference was present on the second test section, which
asked the students to write the nouns in the blanks in the correct case,
assessing practical knowledge of cases. On this assignment, the CGinstructed group scored an average of 70% and the traditional group
achieved only 36% correct. The results of the third test section, which
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asked students to write sentences on their own, did not differ significantly
from the results of the second test section: the CG-instructed group
achieved 63% and the traditional group scored 34% as an average. The
results of the third test section were hard to compare, although it was
evident that the CG-instructed group wrote more extended sentences
using more words and participants per sentence. To compare the overall
results statistically, I decided to calculate them based on the correctly used
nouns and pronouns. A total of 15 correctly used nouns and pronouns in
3D were the maximum score of both groups, and this score was accepted
as 100%. Other results were counted from this benchmark. Thus, 14
correctly used nouns/pronouns were counted as 93%; 13 correctly used
nouns/pronouns 87%, and so on. After counting all results, it became
evident that the CG-instructed group outperformed the traditional group
by approximately 28% as an average on all test sections. Although the
drop pattern (as seen in Table 3) appears similar for both groups, the CGinstructed group lost 20% as the test progressed from the meta-knowledge
to the free writing assignment, while the traditional group lost 27%, which
is almost a half of its initial percentage rate after the first test section.
Table 3: Comparison of CG and Traditional Groups
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90
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Percentages
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CG group
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Traditional Group
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0

1

2
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Students in the CG-instructed group demonstrated better ability to
recognize inverted word order, while students in the traditional group
were unable to provide correct answers when a case different than
nominative opened a sentence, as, for example, in (2) on the second test
section: Куртку я отдала подруге ‘The jacket [ACC] I gave to my friend
[DAT]’. While 11 of 13 students in the CG-instructed group recognized the
accusative case, none of the students in the traditional group provided the
correct response.
Table 4a and b: Results of the CG-instructed group.
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Tables 4a and 4b once again provide the results of the CG-instructed and
the traditional groups on all test sections in graph format, organized from
left to right by the participants with the highest to the lowest score on the
first test section.
To determine whether such difference in performance of the two
groups can be considered statistically significant, a paired T-test was
performed on study participants’ average results on all three test sections.
The T-test results showed that by conventional criteria, the average
difference in performance between the two groups on all test sections is
considered to be statistically significant, where t equals 9.2750, and the
two-tailed P value equals 0.0114 (low). This should be interpreted that,
according to the T-test results, it is unlikely that the treatment effect that
was observed is due to chance. The mean of the CG-instructed group
minus the traditional group equals 28.300. The 95% confidence interval of
this difference was calculated to range from 15.172 to 41.428. To interpret
these results, I looked at both ends of the confidence interval and asked
whether they represent a difference between means that would be
important or trivial for case instruction in class. Since even the low end of
the confidence interval of 15.172 represents a treatment effect large enough
to be considered important for the purposes of this research, I can
conclude that the CG-based instruction of grammatical cases to the
beginning L2 Russian group had an effect large enough to be considered
scientifically relevant.
The results of the CG-instructed group on the first test section
average to 83.3% correct case recognition, and the results of the traditional
group average to 60.6%. The highest result in the first group equaled
100%, and the highest result in the second group was 73%. The lowest
scores were 62% and 46% respectively, which means that the difference
between the highest and the lowest scores in the CG-instructed group was
38%, and in the traditional group 27%. Table 5 presents the results of both
groups in graph format.
On the second test section, the CG group averaged to 69.6% and
the traditional group to 36.4%. The highest scores in both groups were 88%
and 63%, and the lowest scores were 50% and 13%. The difference between
the highest and the lowest scores was 38% and 50% in the CG group and
the traditional group, respectively.
Table 6 presents the results of the second test section in graph
format. Student numbers below the diagrams are the same, which were
used for the first test section, i.e., they are not sorted from the highest to
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the lowest, because they were sorted initially according to the results on
the first test section.
Table 5: Test section 1.

Test Section 1
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Table 6: Test section 2.
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To compare the results on both the theoretical and the practical sections of
the test, unpaired T-tests were performed separately for both sections.1
The unpaired T-test results of the first test section showed that the twotailed P value equals 0.0002 and that by conventional criteria, this
difference is considered to be extremely statistically significant. The mean
of the first group (CG) minus 2nd group (traditional) equals 22.75, and the
95% confidence interval of this difference ranges from 12.54 to 32.96. This
means that the CG-based instruction of cases had a positive effect on the
meta-knowledge of cases, and the chance that this effect was due to
coincidence is extremely low. The results of an unpaired T-test of the
second test section demonstrated the following: The two-tailed P value is
less than 0.0001 (less than on the first test section) and by conventional
criteria, this difference is considered to be extremely statistically
significant. The mean of the 1st group minus the 2nd group equals 33.17,
and 95% confidence interval of this difference ranges from 20.26 to 46.08,
meaning that this interval will contain the true effect value 95% of the
time. Although the results of the T-test of both sections proved that the
difference in performance is considered to be statistically extremely
significant on both test sections, the CG-based instruction effect of the
practical part of the test proved to be even more impressive than on the
theoretical. It can be inferred from this that the CG-based instruction of the
Russian case system has a positive effect on both the theoretical and the
practical knowledge, but this effect is slightly more apparent in students’
practical ability to use cases.
The CG-based instruction of cases seems to be more effective for
the four of six cases: the accusative, the dative, the instrumental, and the
genitive, with the accusative being the leader among the four. Students in
the CG-instructed group experience clearly fewer problems with the
accusative case than the traditional group. Both groups struggle with the
dative case, but the CG-instructed students’ ability to use the dative case in
writing is much higher than that of the traditional students. The difference
in performance between the two groups in recognition of the instrumental
case is striking: while the CG-instructed students apparently know what
the instrumental case denotes, the students in the traditional group

An unpaired T-test is used to compare groups when the individual values are not paired
or matched with one another, meaning, for example, that the first in the row student in
group 1 should not be compared with the first in the row in group 2, but rather the groups
will be compared with each other generally. (Motulsky 1999)

1
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experienced difficulty recognizing it. Students in the CG-instructed group
were able to use the genitive case better than recognize it while the
traditional students’ results are low on both test sections. It could be
concluded that the similarity of both groups lies in the fact that students of
both groups experienced only little difficulty with the nominative case,
and a lot of difficulty with the dative case. In contrast to the traditional
group, the CG-instructed group did not experience serious problems with
the accusative, the instrumental, and the genitive cases overall.
Students in the CG-instructed group undertook a total of 145
attempts to use nouns/pronouns in any case, and 123 of them were correct.
This averages to 11.2 attempts and 9.5 correct applications of cases per
student. Students in the traditional group made 66 attempts, 7.3 per
student, and 46 of them were correct, 5.1 per student. Of these attempts
and correct applications of cases, an average of 6.2 per student in the first
group were nouns or pronouns not in the nominative case, and this
number in the traditional group equals 3.8 per student. Of these, 4.5 were
correct in the CG-instructed group, and only 1.8 in the other group. This
information is presented in Table 4.
From the numbers above, it can be shown that the CG-instructed
group generally outperformed the traditional group on all levels. It used
more nominals, more of them were correct, and it also employed more
objects not in the nominative case. This resulted in more correctly used
clause participants. A paired T-test that was performed to check the
statistical significance of these results showed that the two-tailed P value
equals 0.0059, which by conventional criteria is considered to be very
statistically significant. This means that the difference in results for benefit
of the CG-instructed group is most likely not a coincidence, but the true
positive effect of the CG-based explanation of cases.
Students of both groups attempted to use all six cases in their
sentences, with the nominative case being used most often in both groups
and the instrumental case – least often of all cases. But then the picture
changes and we see a reverse distribution: while the accusative case was
used most commonly (after the nominative) in the traditional group, it was
used least (before the instrumental) in the CG-instructed group. And vice
versa, the CG-instructed group tried to use the dative case most commonly
(after the nominative), but the traditional group used it least along with
the genitive (before the instrumental). Table 5 provides statistical
information on all cases, sorted by the frequency of attempts top-down
with the averages provided next to the case. Table 6 demonstrates the
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average distribution of attempts in graph format, where the left side of
every column represents the average results of the CG-instructed group,
and the right side shows the results of the traditional group.
Table 7: Average numbers of attempts to use cases on the third test section.
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It can be seen from the above graph that although the CGinstructed group preferred other cases over the accusative, and the
traditional group attempted to use the accusative case more commonly
than other oblique cases, the average use frequency of this case is almost
equal for both groups. The frequency of attempts to use the prepositional
case is also close for both groups. However, the difference in average
attempts to use the dative, the instrumental, and the genitive cases is more
noticeable: students in the CG-instructed group attempted to use the
dative case almost twice per student on average, while the traditional
group did not even get an average of one attempt per student. While there
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was almost one attempt per student to use the instrumental case in the
CG-instructed group, the traditional group avoided the use of this case
almost completely, except for one student who used the instrumental case
twice for similar statements. Almost every student in the CG-instructed
group attempted to use the genitive case, and some of them tried to use it
three and even four times. Half of the students in the traditional group did
not make an attempt to use the genitive case, and only two students
attempted to use the genitive case twice in their sentences. Generally, no
obvious “avoidance” of certain cases was present in the CG-instructed
group, but it might be possible to talk about the attempt to completely
evade the instrumental case in the traditional group.
The students in the CG-instructed group are more accurate with
the dative, the instrumental, and the genitive case. Students in the
traditional group prefer to use the accusative and the prepositional cases,
but their results on these cases are still lower than those in the CG group.
Students of both groups demonstrate almost similar performance on the
accusative and the prepositional cases, but traditional students fall behind
in the use of the nominative, the dative, the instrumental and the genitive
cases, as seen in Table 8.
Table 8: Average numbers of correctly used cases on the third test section.
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The distribution of correctly used oblique cases in the CGinstructed group is nearly equal, while the traditional group, again, shows
certain “layers” where the accusative and the prepositional cases are
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clearly better mastered by students than the dative, the instrumental, and
the genitive cases. The average correct applications of every oblique case
in the CG-instructed group make up almost one (1) per student, and
almost five participants in the five sentences produced by students were
used correctly in the nominative case. In the traditional group, only 3.3
participants as average per student were used correctly in the nominative
case, and the correct use of oblique cases does not rise over 0.7 (accusative)
per student. The dative, the instrumental, and the genitive cases each were
used only by one of the nine students, while other students did not show
any correct applications of these cases.
Although it is difficult to draw any definite conclusions, it can be
inferred from the above data that the strength of the CG-instructed
students compared with the traditionally-instructed students lies in the
correct use of the dative, the instrumental, and the genitive cases.
Despite the apparently high percentage in the use of the accusative
case in the traditional group, this positive result is dubious: the six correct
applications of the accusative case are all the result of students forming
sentences like “I see the computer,” where the noun computer must be used
in the accusative case, but its form in the accusative case is not any
different from its nominative form. Although these answers were
considered as correct, it should be mentioned that all of them employ
masculine inanimate nouns, which do not change their form in the
accusative case. The results on this case from the first and second test
section in the traditional group did not show such high achievement, and
students in this group clearly had serious problems distinguishing and
using the accusative case. Therefore, the result from the third test section
may be only incidental. Sentences created by the students in the CG-group
also employ the noun computer in most of their answers, but there are also
other feminine nouns, which change their ending in the accusative case,
and their correct usage demonstrates students’ recognition of the
accusative case.
The results showed that while the CG-instructed students were
able to demonstrate their mastery of Russian cases by using all oblique
cases equally, the traditional students avoided the use of the instrumental
case, and were not capable of producing correct statements with the dative
and the genitive cases. The results of the correct applications of these cases
approach zero in the traditional group. Thus, the CG-based instruction can
account for the CG-instructed students’ overall better outcome on the
154

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

writing part, but especially for their mastery of the dative, the
instrumental and the genitive cases.
The data, gathered at the end of one full year of language
instruction, demonstrated that the CG-based instruction of Russian cases
promotes students’ ability to recognize and use cases more effectively and
accurately. Based on these results, one might expect that the CG-based
instruction of cases would be especially beneficial for any language
possessing an elaborate case system. While the traditional explanation
might suffice when teaching a case system that consists of four or less
cases, the CG-based instruction seems to be more efficient when the
number of cases in a system is higher as in Russian, because it provides
students with a clearer and more comprehensive look of the case system.
The traditional explanation, however, introduces cases in chunks, without
revealing the systematic relations between the cases.
Table 9 below demonstrates at a glance the overall performance of
the CG-instructed and the traditionally-instructed students of Russian,
showing their progress/regress from the first test section to the last.
Table 9: Comparison between the CG-instructed and the traditional
groups of Russian.
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While the results of 36% and 34% exhibited by the traditional group are
typical results on such assignments after one year of instruction, the
results of 69% and 63% in the CG group are surprisingly high.
One of relevant questions is whether the CG-based instruction of
cases develops stronger ability to identify cases theoretically or the ability
to use cases practically. To assess theoretical and practical skills, the
outcomes of different test sections were examined. The results revealed
that the CG-based explanation of cases actually targets and benefits
students’ practical abilities more than their ability to recognize cases in
theory. On the other hand, however, the results did not indicate that
traditionally-instructed students demonstrated better ability in theory than
the CG-instructed students. The CG-instructed students of Russian
performed even better than the traditionally instructed students. The
difference in the performance on the second test section in the Russian test
groups was even higher: 33% in favor of the CG-instructed group. Such
result is considered to be extremely statistically significant by conventional
criteria (P value is less than 0.0001). Moreover, even though the results of
the third test section (free writing) cannot really be compared statistically,
it was shown above that the CG-instructed students of Russian language
groups demonstrated holistically better accuracy with cases on the freewriting part; the average difference in performance was roughly counted
to be 29% for Russian. These data suggest that the CG-based explanation
of cases in class proved to be a more effective method for teaching Russian
cases.
The Russian CG-instructed groups demonstrated better accuracy
with the accusative and the genitive cases; students of the CG-instructed
Russian group revealed better knowledge of the instrumental and the
dative case than the traditionally instructed students. Although the main
study target was statistical data of correct and wrong answers on cases, the
post-test also included a short questionnaire. One question asked students
what was the hardest grammar topic. Of all traditionally instructed
students in Russian test groups, 60% mentioned cases or articles. Among
students who received the CG-based explanation of cases, only 39% wrote
that cases presented the major difficulty. In other words, the CG-based
introduction of cases did not frustrate L2 learners, but rather eased the
acquisition process and facilitated the understanding of case usage.
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Appendix A
A.2. Copy of the Post-Test Used for Russian
A.2.1. Correct Answers and Assessment Criteria
A.2. Copy of the Post-Test Used for Russian
By answering the questions and returning this questionnaire, it is assumed
that you have given your consent for the information you provide here to be
used in a study and that you are over the age of eighteen. All participants will
remain completely anonymous. Thank you for your participation and
cooperation!
Name: __________________________

Date:

_____________________

Time started: _______________
Time ended: _______________
1.
In what case are the underlined nouns/pronouns in these sentences?
(Write a letter N, A, D, I, P or G above words)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Кто-то открыл ключом дверь.
На улице он подарил ей кольцо своей бабушки.
В самолёт нельзя брать воду.
Этот студент будет работать учителем в школе.
Тебе нравятся эти туфли?
В общежитии нельзя курить.
Я вчера видел новую машину подруги.
Мне не понятны вопросы нашего преподавателя.
Ты покажешь дочери, как писать карандашом?
Одного студента не было в классе.

2.

Fill in the blanks with the correct case form of the given word.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Отец помог ________________ (сын) с _________________ (работа).
________________ (куртка) я отдала ___________________ (подруга).
Максим всегда опаздывает на _______________ (работа).
Родители подарили ____________________ (дети) хорошие подарки.
Дом моего __________________ (друг) большой, но уютный.
Катя сложила ________________ (одежда) в ______________ (шкаф).
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7. В ________________ (дом) было тихо.
3. Describe the picture. What do you see? What is going on? Please, write
5 full sentences.
Слова:
компьютер (м)
платок (м) (kerchief)
врач / доктор
аптечка (ж) (ambulance box)
рука (ж)
стол
объяснять (to explain)
показывать (to show)

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
4.
Please finish following sentences:
The hardest topic in Russian grammar is...
The most difficult case to understand was…
I still don’t understand…
THANK YOU!
A.2.1. Correct Answers and Assessment Criteria
Test section 1:
1.
Correct: N, I, A
2.
Correct: P, N, D, A, G
3.
Correct: A, A
4.
Correct: N, I, P
5.
Correct: D, N
6.
Correct: P
7.
Correct: A, G
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8.
Correct: D, N, G
9.
Correct: N, D, I
10.
Correct: G, P
Total: 26 nouns/pronouns
Test section 2:
1.
Correct: сыну, работой (also accepted: работом)
2.
Correct: куртку, подруге
3.
Correct: работу (also accepted: работе)
4.
Correct: детям (also accepted: детам)
5.
Correct: друга (also accepted: друзя)
6.
Correct: одежду, шкаф (also accepted: шкафе, шкафу)
7.
Correct: доме
Total: eight articles (two discussed separately)
Test section 3: Free Writing Part
For the purposes of statistical comparison, the percentage rate of the third test
section was calculated based on the correctly used nouns and pronouns with
respect to cases. The highest result of 15 correctly used nouns and pronouns
was taken as 100%.
Appendix B
In CG notation, a circle represents a thing and an arrow a transfer of energy.
The relationships between objects are described with the following figures.
The figures represent the sentence ‘Kathy brought a cake to her sister.’

Name
(Kathy)
Figure 1: Name/Thing (NOM)
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Name
Kathy

Action (brought)

Figure 2: Name/Thing (NOM) performing action.

Patient
cake
Name
Kathy

Receiver
sister
Action (brought)

Figure 3: Name/Thing (NOM), patient (ACC), receiver (DAT)

Patient
cake
Name
Kathy

Action (brought)

Receiver
sister

Referent
(Lisa)

Figure 4: Name/Thing (NOM), patient (ACC), receiver (DAT), referent
(GEN)
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Name

Name

Figure 5: Clause containing two nominatives.

Name

Patient

Figure 6: The accusative case.

Imaginary

Patient

Name

Receiver

Figure 7: An action involving a name, a receiver, and an imaginary patient.
a. Я тебе помогу. ‘I will help you.’
b. Он тебе верит. ‘He believes you’
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Imaginary
Patient

Imaginary
name

Receiver

Figure 8: Impersonal constructions.
a.
b.
c.
d.

Мне холодно ‘I am cold’, lit. ‘[To] me cold’
Мне плохо ‘I feel bad’, lit. ‘[To] me bad’
Мне непонятно. ‘I do not understand’, lit. ‘[To] me unclear’
Мне жаль. ‘I am sorry’, lit. ‘[To] me pity’

Referee:
сестра
Name:
дети

Figure 9: Referee of a name.
a. Это дети моей сестры. ‘These are my sister’s children.’
Figure 10: Referee of a patient
Referee:
зима
Name:
он
a.
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Patient:
холод

Он помнит холод зимы. ‘He remembers the cold of winter.’
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Imaginary

Referee:

Patient
Receiver

родители

Name:
я

Receiver
друзья

Figure 11: Referee of a receiver
a. Я доверяю друзьям родителей. ‘I rely on my parents’ friends.’

Patient:

Name:
Kathy

Instrument
hands

cake

Figure 12: The instrumental case.
a. Kатя выпекла пирог своими руками. ‘Kathy baked a cake with her own
hands.’

Name

Instrument

Figure 13: The instrumental case without a patient.
a. Я вижу глазами. ‘I see with (my) eyes.’
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Place:
in the house
Patient:
cake
Name:
Kathy

Receiver
sister
Action: gave

Figure 14: The prepositional case.
a. В дома Катя подарила пирог сестре Лизы. ‘In the house, Kathy
gave Lisa’s sister a cake.’
Appendix C
1. Examples of short sentences. Students are asked to define the roles that
the participants are playing, and to draw or to match diagrams with the
corresponding sentences.

Sentences
A student sits in class.
He saw a man.
This is my dad’s hat.
She writes an essay.
She is waiving with her hand.
Igor gives a present to Natalie.
He cleans his teeth with Colgate.
She is my student.
I am giving you an advice.
I see my friend’s bag.
I was sitting in my room.
A boy is singing.
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Roles
Name + Place
Name + Patient
Name + Name + Referee
Name + Patient
Name + Instrument
Name + Patient + Receiver
Name + Instrument + Patient
Name + Name
Name + Patient + Receiver
Name + Patient + Referee
Name + Place
Name

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

2. Examples of long sentences. Students are asked to define the roles and
draw the diagrams, or out of given diagrams to pick the one that fits the
sentence.
a. Ирина купила мороженое ребёнку подруги в киоске.
‘Irina bought an ice-cream for her friend’s child in a kiosk.’

b. Максим отослал Игорю конспекты Елены электронной почтой.
‘Max sent Elena’s summary to Igor per e-mail.’
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c. На кухне он отрезал старушке ножом кусок хлеба.
‘In the kitchen, he sliced with a knife a piece of bread for the old
woman.’
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Toward a Theory of Interdisciplinarity:
An Example of Conceptual Integration/Blending in
Teaching and Learning in Russian and
East European Language-Based Area Studies
Anna Pleshakova
Kathleen M. Quinlan
Introduction
Most of problems in everyday and professional life are interdisciplinary,
though most of our academic scholarship is contained within disciplines.
To understand and solve such interdisciplinary problems, we must cross
disciplinary boundaries. Yet, “the need to identify a method or/and logic
of interdisciplinarity has, however, proven to be much easier to proclaim
than to meet.”1
There is a need to explore and understand interdisciplinarity
across its many forms, within both research and education (see
Frodeman, Klein and Mitcham, 2010; Kreber, 2009; Augsburg and Henry,
2009; Baker, 2010). In the United States, the American Association of
Colleges and Universities’ vision of liberal education for the 21st century
emphasizes interdisciplinarity in the form of integrative learning focused
on big questions and real-world problems.2
While an investigation of all types of interdisciplinarity is beyond the
scope of this paper, we will look at the case of teaching and learning in
area studies. In area studies, “interdisciplinary engagements, learning,
and research come in several forms” (Calhoun and Rhoten, 2010: 116117). Interdisciplinary social science can contribute to:
• A comprehensive view of social life that requires different
perspectives;
• Innovation that results from learning skills or acquiring tools
from other disciplines; and

CSID, http://csid.unt.edu/research/Oxford-Handbook-ofInterdisciplinarity/index.html#Code4
2 The LEAP Vision for Learning: Outcomes, Practices, Impact, and Employers’ Views, see
http://www.aacu.org/leap/documents/leap_vision_summary.pdf
1
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Better understanding of a social problem (Calhoun and Rhoten,
2010: 116-117).
Despite potential for enhancing scholarship, interdisciplinary
movements in area studies exist against a background of constant tension
between disciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches. This tension
seems to occur mainly because “interdisciplinary programs have been
added, without great effect on the disciplines themselves” (Calhoun and
Rhoten, 2010: 115).
In the UK, significant investments have been made in area studies
to respond to changes in the landscape of international politics and
business. In May 2006, three major UK funding bodies
(HEFCE/AHRC/ESRC) awarded a £5.6 million grant to Russian and East
European Studies (REES) at Oxford, the University College London
School of Slavonic and East European Studies (UCL-SSEES), and the
Centre for Russian and East European Studies (CREES) at the University
of Birmingham to establish a new Centre for East European LanguageBased Area Studies (CEELBAS)3. Its main objective is to develop
multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary language-based analytical skills
in the REES field for use in academic and non-academic careers through
programme postgraduate scholarships, postdoctoral fellowships, midcareer training, and workshops and conferences, as well as engagement
with the user community and international networks. In this paper, we
draw on examples from the course4 “The Culture of Russia and Eastern
Europe” taught to University of Oxford masters students as part of the
programme “Russian and East European Studies”(REES).
While some might see interdisciplinary postgraduate teaching as
easier than designing and providing undergraduate interdisciplinary
programmes (cf. Kreber, 2009; Augsburg and Henry, 2009; Baker, 2010),
our experience with the Culture course suggests otherwise. Even for an
individual postgraduate course supported by rich university and
national contexts, finding the method or logic of interdisciplinarity and
making it work is challenging. The design for teaching and learning in
the Culture course requires crossing the boundaries both within and
•

The CEELBAS programme was originally funded for five years; in March 2011, the
funding was provided for four more years.
4 We use the term “course” to mean a module that students take over the duration of an
academic term, while concurrently taking other courses in the degree programme. In the
master’s degree programme at Oxford, a course constitutes approximately 15-20% of
students’ overall degree programme.
3
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between two ‘multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary’ fields: social
scientific and humanistic.
REES students bring diverse discipline (bachelor’s degree)
backgrounds (humanities vs. social sciences) as well as primary research
and study interests. In this way, the experience of teaching in this
master’s degree course at Oxford is more akin to the experience of
language teachers in U.S. universities. Undergraduates in U.S.
universities may be studying any number of different major subjects
(including the language itself) or two majors. Thus, while the student
body in these courses may have a similar level of language skill (due to
testing for level of placement), they may have disparate levels of
experience with and interest in studying the other disciplines that
contribute to the study of cultures. Students in such heterogeneous
academic backgrounds experience difficulty with less familiar discipline
fields in the Culture course, leading to a lack of motivation and,
consequently, a surface approach to learning (Marton and Säljö, 1976).5
REES students have tended to report it as lacking a “red thread,” feeling
disjointed with a collection of unrelated topics.6 Thus, there is a need to
employ teaching and learning methods and tools which:
• Convey a message of the logic of interdisciplinarity;
• Respond to the challenge of students’ ‘discipline’ diversity; and
• Motivate students to employ a deep approach to learning
(Marton and Säljö, 1976).
In this paper, we develop a logic of interdisciplinarity, illustrating
how it can be applied with an example from the Culture course. We
bring together two research frameworks and one pedagogical
framework, interweaving theoretical concepts and methods from
educational and cognitive scientific literature. First, we situate the logic
of interdisciplinarity for the Culture course in Kreber’s (2009) framework
of the interplay between discipline-specific and discipline-transcendent
In their seminal 1976 paper, Marton and Säljö introduced the idea that university
students could adopt either a learning approach focused on understanding – ‘deep
approach’ or a learning approach focused on rote learning and reproducing – ‘surface
approach.’
6 This conclusion on the students’ perception of the Culture course has been drawn
following the thorough analysis of all major trends of opinions (negative or positive) of
those students, who took the Culture course in 2008-2009 and 2009-2010, and who agreed
to share their perception of the course with REES or the authors of this article through
questionnaires, interviews, discussions, etc.
5
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aspects of teaching, learning and assessment. Second, we discuss
problem-based learning as a teaching and curricular method supporting
interdisciplinary learning. Third, we investigate how conceptual
integration (Fauconnier and Turner, 2002) provides a theoretical
underpinning for the cognitive processes required of students in
interdisciplinary problem-solving. We conclude that by creating an
understanding of interdisciplinarity from a cognitive perspective, we can
help both students and tutors to be more self-conscious about the very
practice of interdisciplinary studies. Thus, we can enhance the learning
and teaching process in the Culture course and area studies more
broadly.
1. Kreber’s Framework for Interdisciplinary Learning
Carolin Kreber (2009) highlights the interplay between discipline-specific
and discipline-transcendent aspects of teaching, learning, and
assessment, which supports student learning both within and beyond
disciplinary boundaries. Central to the framework is the notion of
‘subject’ understood as both ‘what we look at’ and ‘what we look
through or with.’ Kreber (2009) offers four versions of what a ‘subject’ is:
a) A theme or focal topic in a task, activity or project of limited
duration;
b) A curricular field of study delimited by a certain body of
knowledge;
c) A ‘discipline,’ in a sense of not just a body of knowledge, but a
set of conceptual and methodological tools employed in creating
and critiquing this knowledge; [...]
d) A complex problem or real-life issue that could be studied
from more than one conceptual and methodological perspective
(this might include version a, but could go beyond that). [...] To
simplify the above definitions, we might say that, on the one
hand, ‘subjects’ can refer to a body of knowledge or knowledge
product that we look at (versions a and b) and, on the other hand,
to a disciplinary lens that we look with and through. (Kreber,
2009:11)
Following Kreber’s framework, we see ‘Culture of Russia and Eastern
Europe,’ or the corresponding Russian and East European national
‘identities,’ as the subject that we look at (versions a, b, d) through a
number of ways of thinking and practicing that are characteristic of
humanities, (e.g., history, literary studies, etc.) and social sciences, (e.g.,
political science, anthropology, sociology) (version c). Here, learning
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appears to be discipline-specific insofar as students are studying specific
disciplinary subjects and using disciplinary lenses.
Yet, student learning is discipline-transcendent in two main ways.
Firstly, students’ learning has relevance beyond the specific subject
content taught within a given discipline field. For example, the study of
Russian postmodernist literature will be useful to a student as she
studies Czech postmodernist literary culture. Secondly, students’
learning is relevant beyond the topics that are typically explored through
the particular disciplinary lens students were exposed to (Kreber, 2009).
For instance, a student might apply the perspective of postmodernist
literature to studying media.
REES graduates need to be able to integrate disciplinary
knowledge and skills acquired through the programme to the complex
and interdisciplinary context of real life in the area. In other words, they
must be able to apply their knowledge to the version d of ‘subject’;
namely a complex problem or real-life issue that could be studied from
multiple conceptual and methodological perspectives (Kreber, 2009; cf.
Magolda, 2009; Rowland, 2006). To do so, students must pay selfconscious attention to the process of thinking, learning, and problemsolving in various disciplines, which requires:
[…] them having developed an awareness of how they have come
to know things about any of the subjects they have studied at
university. .... [and] acquired a critical understanding of how
disciplines are different and similar in how they approach
particular problems (Kreber, 2009: 13).
2. Problem-Based Learning as an Interdisciplinary Teaching
Methodology
We can prepare REES students to deal with such complex subjects by
simulating real-life problem-solving in the Culture course. While there is
no single pedagogy of interdisciplinarity (DeZure, 2010), problem-based
learning (PBL) offers one approach.
When well-designed and
implemented, PBL embodies directly or indirectly all the key principles
of learning from a variety of sources (Ramsden, 2003; Chickering and
Gamson, 1987; Ambrose et al, 2010). PBL is a student-centred
instructional and curricular approach that “empowers learners to
conduct research, integrate theory and practice, and apply knowledge
and skills to develop a viable solution to a defined problem” (Savery,
2006: 9).
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Although PBL has been traditionally used in professional (medical)
training, recent research shows it can be used successfully in nonprofessional fields and disciplines (Ramsden, 2003: 141). Though varied
in structure and content, PBL courses share similar rationales and
intended outcomes (Walker and Leary, 2009). They are seen as
motivating students’ interest in the subject, and promoting students’
active, integrated, and constructive learning, conditioned by social and
contextual factors (Barrows, 1996; Gijselaers, 1996; see also Duch et al,
2001). While PBL refers to a range of different implementations, its key
defining characteristics are that a) tutors act as facilitators of learning; b)
learning is self-directed and self-regulated, with the responsibility for
learning resting with the student; and c) ill-structured instructional
problems serve as the jumping-off point for student investigations
(Savery, 2006; 12-15).7 Ill-structured problems resemble real-world
problems insofar as they do not have ready answers and require students
to identify and frame the problem itself. In addition, students generally
work in small groups, so they are simultaneously building collaboration,
communication, and teamwork skills.
In the Culture course8, students use provided reading lists to
prepare a presentation for one of the classes, as well as to write and
present four essays for tutorials. Student presentations serve as the
starting point for class and tutorial discussions, facilitated by a tutor.
Formal assessment is through the end-of-course exam. Thus, the
responsibility for learning rests with students, tutors act as facilitators of
learning, and instructional problems trigger students’ exploration of the
topics. Thereby, the Culture course meets the key defining characteristics
of PBL (a, b) given above. It has been more challenging to offer illThese characteristics were created by Barrows and further developed by Savery to
provide additional information and resources (http://www.pbli.org/pbl/generic_pbl.htm)
8 According to the ‘Outline for the Culture of Russia and Eastern Europe Course 2010’
this core course takes a multi- and interdisciplinary approach to the study of the culture
of Russia and Eastern Europe, with ‘Culture’ understood in two principal ways.
• Part One of the course relates to the practice of lived life (social practice, gender,
consumerism, and the working world), using social sciences methodology.
• Part Two adopts a definition of culture derived from the Arts and Humanities,
embracing historical discussion, cinema, and literature.
Both parts address how various facets of culture relate to larger questions of national
identity in the region, thus providing students with a subtle and far-reaching
understanding of wider discursive processes and the multifaceted role of ‘Culture’ within
them.
7

174

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

structured instructional problems to a) support students’
interdisciplinary investigation in accordance with interdisciplinarity
criterion (Jonassen and Hung, 2008) and b) fulfil the PBL criterion of the
tutor serving as metacognitive coach for students (Barrows, 1988; Phye,
1997). To fulfill the role of metacognitive coach (i.e., promoting students’
self-regulated learning in an interdisciplinary context), tutors need a
sound understanding of the cognitive processes involved in integrating
multiple disciplines to form new understandings. Yet, these underlying
processes or logic of interdisciplinarity are often absent. To fill that gap,
we propose the application of Second Generation Cognitive Science, or
Conceptual Integration/Blending Theory, in particular.
We use Conceptual Integration Theory (CIT) (Fauconnier and
Turner, 2002) to look into the conceptual processes that underlie a PBL
teaching approach in the Culture course context. Understanding these
processes allows both teachers and students to see the interdisciplinary
logic and method of the course more clearly, therefore enabling teachers
and students to choose more productive teaching and learning
techniques. In effect, we propose conceptual integration as the
underpinning of thinking that serves as the “red thread” that gives the
course an overall coherence.
3. Conceptual Integration and Interdisciplinary Knowledge
Success of PBL in an interdisciplinary course relies heavily on students’
ability to integrate concepts and ideas from various discipline domains
and on their construction of meaning. To perform conceptual integration,
students need to identify commonalities and differences across the
disciplinary divisions; or to use Kreber’s words, be aware of how they
have come to know things.
Kreber9 (2009) underscores the significance of considering and
comparing context-specific and context-transcendent ways of thinking,
suggesting that the intellectual skills acquired through critical thinking
and problem-solving in a discipline context “can inform learning in other
subjects” and support context-transcendent learning (Kreber, 2009:13;
Donald, 2009; Hounsell and Anderson, 2009). Achieving contexttranscendent learning raises two key questions:

as well as other contributors to the book “The University and its Disciplines: Teaching
and Learning Within and beyond Disciplinary Boundaries” (2009).

9
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1) How are such ‘disciplinary’ intellectual skills translated into the
interdisciplinary learning context?
2) What cognitive principles—or ways of thinking—underlie
problem-solving in the interdisciplinary learning process?
Two prominent cognitive scientists, Gilles Fauconnier and Mark
Turner, argue that there are “general operations for the construction of
meaning that cut across” various levels and forms of thinking
(Fauconnier and Turner, 2002: 17). Fauconnier and Turner call this basic
human mental power conceptual integration or conceptual blending. CIT
describes and explores this ubiquitous form of cognition and offers a
research framework for the investigation of backstage cognition.
Conceptual integration is a general principle underlying a range of
complex mental phenomena, including scientific invention, metaphor
and analogical problem-solving.
Conceptual integration networks are constructed to provide
understanding. These conceptual integration networks consist of several
different types of interconnected mental spaces—partial representations
connected to long-term schemes of knowledge called ‘frames.’ In the
network, there are two or more input spaces; one or more generic spaces
that contain what the inputs have in common; and one or more blended
spaces that are products of imaginative thinking and contain some
selected structure and elements from each of the inputs. Vital relations
between and within mental spaces may include: change, identity, time,
space, cause-effect, part-whole, representation, role, analogy, disanalogy,
property, similarity, category, intentionality, and uniqueness. In the
blend, emergent structure (that is not in the input mental spaces) is
developed through conceptual integration, which involves processes of
composition, completion and elaboration, as well as mappings,
multidirectional projections, compression, and blending. The networks
are controlled by a number of constitutive and governing principles as
well as overarching goals.
[...] the essence of conceptual integration is its creation of a new
mental assembly, a blend, that is identical to neither of its
influences and not merely a correspondence between them and
usually not even an additive combination of some of their
features, but is instead a third conceptual space, a child space, a
blended space, with new meaning. This new meaning is
“emergent” meaning, in the sense that it is not available in either
of the influencing spaces but instead emerges in the blended
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space by means of blending those influencing spaces (Turner,
2001: 17).
Using Fauconnier’s and Turner’s conceptual integration
framework, we can describe interdisciplinary study based on PBL in
general terms. A student sets out to solve a problem. To do so, s/he
activates a number of knowledge elements (e.g., theoretical concepts,
methods, procedures, practices) in two or more mental inputs each
linked to long-term frames representing disciplinary knowledge (e.g.,
one mental input might be history and a second might be literature). The
generic space will contain what these input spaces have in common, such
as the notion/category of theory or method (which is common to every
discipline, including history and literature) but not some particular
method or theory. Having a number of categories/notions in common in
this generic space allows the student to map the input disciplinary
spaces. The student projects the mappings into the blended space where
certain methods, approach, context become common to two or more
disciplines, constituting the interdisciplinary approach. The
‘interdisciplinary’ knowledge structure—problem solution—emerges as
a result of such a mental activity.
Thus, in the blended space, students combine elements from the
input spaces to produce the emergent interdisciplinary knowledge
structure for the solution of the problem. All mental spaces in the
conceptual integration network are partial; they are interrelated and can
be modified as thinking and disciplinary and interdisciplinary discourses
unfold during learning.
Conceptual integration as a general human mental capacity
underlies meaning construction in both Kreber’s (2009) disciplinespecific and discipline-transcendent learning. Kreber’s two ways of
learning differ in the purpose of the integration network construction,
and the degree of complexity, imagination, and creativity involved. One
can envisage ‘interdisciplinary’ conceptual integration networks as
synthesising the depth of disciplinary study as well as the breadth of
interdisciplinary study (Morrison, 2003: 4).
The PBL process in an ‘interdisciplinary’ context involves frameblending and the construction of ‘double-scope’ (and ‘multi-scope’)
conceptual networks. Multi-scope networks emerge when different (and
often clashing) input frames from discipline domains are mapped onto
one another to produce a blend whose organising frame-level structure
includes some internal organising structure from each of the two (or
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more) input frames that is not shared by the other10. Learners can use the
resulting, creative knowledge networks to solve an ill-structured,
interdisciplinary problem, such as the kind used in problem-based
learning.
4. The Case Study: Werewolves in Epaulettes
To illustrate the application of conceptual integration through problembased learning, we offer an interdisciplinary mapping of the real-life
problem of corruption in Russia, and its media representation through
the metaphor “werewolves in epaulettes.” REES students will explore the
problem of corruption in post-Soviet Russia in the Culture course’s
module on the analysis of media, literature, and other cultural narratives.
‘Werewolves in epaulettes’ is a popular Russian conceptual metaphor
that emerged in the post-Soviet Russian media discourse; it can be traced
back to Stalinism. To understand this metaphor’s function, students must
consider how Russian language, mentality, culture, history, sociopolitical changes and context, and literature have interacted to allow the
metaphor’s emergence.
4.1 Experimental ‘Literature’ Session
In May 2010, the first author conducted the experimental pilot culture
course ‘literature’ session. Due to constraints related to the culture course
design as a whole, the author-tutor was not able to fully apply the design
outlined in this paper. The ‘literature’ session was supported by the talk
on the conceptual integration theoretical framework, which the author
gave during the Course introductory session. The talk aimed at
conveying a clear message about the multi- and inter-disciplinary logic of
the course, its ‘interdisciplinary’ justification. It was the first time such a
talk was given in addition to the usual explanation of goals, structure,
learning outcomes, and assessment model of the Culture course.
The tutor made some changes to the topics and structure of the
‘literature’ session and the reading list from its previous incarnation,
making the session much more PBL-based. During the ‘literature’
session, the tutor used the ‘questions’ technique, introduced the
metaphor of ‘werewolves in epaulettes’ and encouraged the discussions

10

On frame-blending, see Turner (2008).
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related to it, while showing how ‘literature’ relates to other modules and
other disciplines. The session resulted in students’ positive feedback11.
Teaching the ‘Literature’ classes in this new mode provided a valuable
experience, as we could test our hypothesis of why the ‘literature’ session
had not worked previously, to see what works, what does not work, and
make inferences about why something does not work.
The practical experience of conducting both the introductory
session and the ‘literature’ session together with the theoretical context
discussed in the paper led the authors to the explication of each of the
Student: “The class was very engaging and interesting. The presentations were
particularly well done and provided a very good basis from which to launch a topic. [...]
She [the tutor] also led and gently guided the discussion. Her role, I think, need not be to
dominate the class, but to answer questions and promote the right atmosphere for
discussion. The atmosphere was such that questions could be asked not only to the tutor
but to others within the class who also had specific knowledge of Russian literature or
contemporary society. In this way, much more was exchanged — and I would argue
retained — than in a class that is strictly structured and allows no room for exploration of
points and ideas.”
Students: [answering the question: how do you think the class went?]
“Overall, the class went well. I found it very interesting to read pieces of the writers
whom I had previously only heard about and have their works related to Russian
identity politics.”
Students: [answering the question: What do you think you gained from the class?]
“An introduction to the main themes in contemporary Russian literature as well as how
this relates to history and politics. I think that we were adequately prepared by the class
for independent study and to choose to revise this subject for the end-of-year exams. We
were very well prepared during the class for further study of this subject.”
Student: “I think it's an incredibly useful concept [cognitive-based approach] that I could
benefit from more exposure to. I think it makes the whole process more interesting as
well, because you have to think about meaning as well as form. It would be interesting to
have a reading list or some resources to consult about how to find out more about
specifically Russian cultural networks.”
Student: “I particularly like reading the newspaper articles and finding out how they
might be interpreted differently in Russian culture. Overall, I thought it was both
interesting and useful. In fact, I think it is crucial to incorporate these aspects as they are
so different from English language.”
Student: “It seems directly relevant to my needs in terms of translating primary materials
whilst understanding their cultural content/significance. It bridges a gap between some
theoretical approaches relevant to my research. I think the examples of analysis of
newspaper articles, especially the opportunity to see it in the historical context of the
Soviet newspaper article, were particularly helpful. Realising my failure to appreciate the
cultural significance of these articles from a Western perspective was very revealing.
Understanding Russian ‘mentality’ in more specific cultural context also helps my
understanding of the significance of verbal aspect and shades of meaning found.”

11
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discrete stages of the new methodological approach, which is offered in
this ‘case-study’ section. Thus, it represents the second-generation
approach, based on an initial pilot.
In the following sections, we show how a tutor, applying
conceptual integration as a PBL cognitive coach, will lead students
through several steps of the learning process.
4.2 Stage 1 Conceptual Integration as the Scientific Platform of
Interdisciplinarity
First, the tutor introduces the conceptual integration framework as the
scientific justification and logic of interdisciplinarity. Various studies
conducted within the conceptual integration framework argue for the
grounding of social sciences and humanities in cognitive sciences
(Turner, 1996 and 2001), Sun (2006 and 2012), DiMaggio (1997), Tetlock
and Goldgeier (2000), Camerer (2003).
The same thesis has been applied to Russian and East European
Studies, arguing that cognitive linguistic methods can be applied to the
exploration of culture, including such notions as national identity and
the conceptual processes underlying different cultural manifestations.
(http://www.ceelbas.ac.uk/ceelbasnews/events/workshops/cognitive_linguistics)
The tutor explains that cognitive science grounds social sciences
and some humanities insofar as it is indispensable for the study of
human interaction—an object of both social sciences and humanities12
research.
How human beings interact is the core of social science research,
and human interaction is, in turn, based on the nature of the
human mind, so it seems natural that someone casting around for
ways to improve the social sciences would turn to cognitive
science—the science of the human mind (McCubbins and Turner,
2012).
Furthermore, according to the theory, (Turner, 2001) mental
events constitute a fundamental topic of study for both social sciences
12 See e.g., the description of the Balzan Project “Literature as an Object of Knowledge,”
directed by Professor Terence Cave (St John’s College, Oxford). The project undertakes a
mapping and evaluation of possible cognitive approaches to literature, and seeks to
promote them in a context that is both international and interdisciplinary.
(http://www.sjc.ox.ac.uk/3122/The-Balzan-Project.html)
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and cognitive science. He argues that non-mental events (e.g., the
distribution of oil in the earth’s crust) have a meaning in social sciences
only because they relate to mental events (e.g. beliefs, desires, values):
The distribution of oil in the earth’s crust can mean something in
economics because the geological facts of the matter are
enmeshed in a mental world of belief, desire, need, demand,
value, utility, pricing, judgement, decision, competition,
cooperation, conflict, and persuasion. The study of oil without
mental events is natural science, not social science (Turner, 2001:
152).
A mental event or concept cannot be investigated in isolation
from the culture, history, and identity of people and societies associated
with this mental event (Turner, 2001). Turner (2001) illustrates his
argument suggesting that the Balinese cockfight (Geertz, 1972) is—as a
sociological phenomenon—a product of conceptual integration, a
conceptual blend rooted in culture, history, and identity.
Conceptual integration as a theory can provide a basis for
research and study that crosses the boundaries between the social
sciences and humanities (literary studies, history, and film studies,
others). Furthermore it offers a platform for the problem-based
interdisciplinary learning process underlying the Culture course.
Through this stage, students should become familiar with the basic
concepts of conceptual integration, so they can be applied in Stage 2.
4.3 Stage 2 PBL: Construction of a Conceptual Integration Network and
Acquisition of New Disciplinary Knowledge
In the second stage, the tutor presents the problem to be solved, thus
introducing problem-based learning. In one of the Culture course
modules, students consider the following problem to be solved: How do
the Russian media use the conceptual metaphor of werewolves in
epaulettes to represent the problem of corruption in post-Soviet Russia,
and during the Putin-Medvedev rule, in particular?13
Students analyse extracts from media discourse and other narratives
devoted to the problem of werewolves in epaulettes—stories about
corrupt officers of law enforcement agencies initiating events with
negative consequences for individuals and society. They read extracts
Students are given the task of explaining the underlying meaning, how it reflects the
post-Soviet Russian identity, and the socio-cultural, political, and historical contexts that
have led to its emergence.
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from Viktor Pelevin’s book The Sacred Book of the Werewolf (2005), and
Tatyana Tolstaya’s The Slynx as examples of relevant fictional narratives.
In the process of reading and understanding the narratives about
werewolves in epaulettes and addressing the set problem question,
students search for and activate knowledge and research methods
produced by media studies, literary/film studies, history, political
science, and cognitive linguistics. The search for answers motivates
students to attend to core readings. Here the tutor encourages students to
identify the disciplinary knowledge and methods relevant to the problem
tasks.
Next, the tutor helps students learn to map different ‘disciplinary
knowledge’ inputs into each other and to construct a conceptual
integration network of the metaphoric representation of werewolves in
epaulettes. The tutor uses conceptual integration tools to prompt
students to acquire new knowledge from the disciplinary fields. The first
time this approach is applied in the course, the teacher helps students to
construct a conceptual integration network such as Figure 1 below. While
doing so, she interacts with students and explains which mental/learning
process the figure represents, building on explanations given in Stage 1.
Here in Stage 2, the teacher and students work together to solve a
concrete problem using the ‘PBL-based conceptual integration’ approach
to interdisciplinary learning. Later, students become more independent
and can use conceptual integration more autonomously. A conceptual
integration network underlying the metaphoric representation of
werewolves in epaulettes, constructed by the first author, is shown in
Figure 1. This figure represents a brief summary of the conceptual
integration process.
The input mental spaces activated by students are: Input 1 –
Literature; Input 2 – Media, political communication; Input 3 – Stalinism,
late Soviet and post-Soviet period; Input 4 – Post-Soviet politics and
socio-political situation and events; Input 5 – Conceptual Integration
framework: cultural and narrative/discourse analyses. All of these input
spaces are linked to the respective disciplinary frames of literary/film
studies, media studies, history, political science, and cognitive linguistics.
Common to these disciplinary frames and mental input spaces are the
problem itself of ‘werewolves in epaulettes,’ the concept of discipline,
disciplinary context, discourse, theory, method, terminology, material,
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cultural /narrative/discourse analysis, cultural analysis, and knowledge.
These are presented in the Generic Space of the network.

The key material analysed by students in this module is cultural
narrative. According to the Modern Languages Association (MLA)
Report, a cultural narrative includes “cultural and literary traditions,
cognitive structures, and historical knowledge.” The Report defines
“transcultural understanding as the ability to comprehend and analyse
the cultural narratives that appear in every kind of expressive form—
from essays, fiction, poetry, drama, journalism, humour, advertising,
political rhetoric and legal documents to performance, visual forms, and
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music.” Students analyse cultural narratives about werewolves in
epaulettes from different domains through the relevant methods of
‘disciplinary’ narrative/discourse analyses and then by the
‘interdisciplinary’ method of conceptual blending narrative/discourse
analysis to understand certain aspects of Russian national identity.14
In the mental input spaces, students activate chunks of knowledge such
as ‘Political life’, ‘Corruption’, ‘Mass-Media’, ‘Crime’, ‘Law and Order’,
‘Adverse events’, ‘Werewolf in myths, literature and films’ and
‘Werewolf in Soviet ideological discourse’, among others. The
knowledge elements, including ‘cultural narrative/discourse’ and
‘narrative/discourse analysis’ from all input spaces—linked to the
disciplinary frames—are mapped into each other through time, space,
analogy-disanalogy, change, property, part-whole, and other vital
relations; then both elements and relations are selectively projected and
compressed into the blend space. In the blend space, the interdisciplinary
theoretical and methodological approach provides the solution to the
problem through the emergent interdisciplinary knowledge structure.
When students integrate knowledge from the relevant
disciplinary domains in the blend, they see that this particular cultural
metaphoric network functions to structure the Russian political life
scenario rhetorically and conceptually. The metaphor of ‘werewolves in
epaulettes’ tells them about the political will of the Russian authorities
(Putin-Medvedev) to fight corruption, suggests that authorities are doing
this to gain political credibility, and warns people about the dangers of
adopting Soviet (Stalinist) methods in so doing. Students see that the
resulting blend acquires a new meaning of the mythologized concept of
enemy—one important manifestation of national unity in post-Soviet
Russia.
Constructing a network such as Figure 1 helps students see how
subject matters and methods from various social sciences and humanities
disciplines interact to construct the interdisciplinary knowledge

This example illustrates three of the five major goals in the National (U.S.) Standards
for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century: namely Communication (being able
to read and interpret the culture nuances of materials in the target language); Connection
(integrating knowledge from a variety of disciplines); and Culture (using language
studies to access, understand and interpret cultures). Standards for Foreign Language
Learning: Preparing for the 21st Century, see
http://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/public/StandardsforFLLexecsumm_rev.pdf

14

184

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

structure—problem solution—in the blend. It helps to motivate students’
learning of previously unfamiliar disciplinary concepts.
Assuming that the necessary support is provided, PBL is expected
to motivate students to make inquiries into the less familiar or unfamiliar
disciplinary fields, thereby dealing with one of the main challenges of
this course: the diversity of students’ discipline backgrounds.
Fundamentally, PBL is intended to promote productive collaborative
group-work, demanding that students identify their own relevant
knowledge and direct their own learning to the gaps in their
understanding, through active ‘student - student’ interaction (Savery,
2006). Student interaction can be further supported by breaking the class
into small groups (Pettigrove, Akerlind and Watson, 2003). Groups of no
more than 5-6 increase each student’s sense of responsibility for the
success of the discussion or activity and reduce discomfort about
speaking in front of others. Thus it seems worth dividing ‘Culture’
groups into smaller ‘mixed’ groups of five, so that each small group
(where possible) will have students from both ‘social sciences’ and
‘humanities’ backgrounds.15 This way, students will tutor one another
and ensure that interdisciplinary solutions are informed by approaches
and methods affirmed by more than one discipline.
When students engage critically with cultural (fictional and nonfictional) narratives from the conceptual integration perspective, they are
able “to understand language, culture, and identity as organic structures
that are rooted in historical moments but always evolving” (Howell,
2010: 86), as well as conditioned by the socio-political contexts.
Using PBL and making the ‘conceptual integration’ method
underlying the interdisciplinary problem-solving explicit helps students
to develop the critical awareness, socio-political and historical
consciousness of Russian cultural networks underlying Russian postSoviet national identity. It also provides them with tools and practice at
interdisciplinary problem solving to make sense of cultural narratives.
Through the analysis of complex cultural narratives and building
conceptual integration networks, students are able to explore issues of
national-identity construction and cognitive dimensions of making
meaning (cf. Howell, 2010).
5. Discussion:
This is the component which we were not able to implement during the pilot, and
which we think is crucial for the success of the overall approach outlined in our article.
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5.1 ‘Conceptual Integration’ PBL and Acquisition of New Disciplinary
Knowledge
In the interdisciplinary, conceptual integration PBL process, students
construct conceptual integration networks in an attempt to achieve
optimal blends, or, in other words, problem solutions. In doing so, they
must search for adequate concepts, methods and strategies from various
disciplines, identify the missing ‘puzzle’ elements, and acquire
additional knowledge. This PBL approach expects that students will
build greater responsibility for their own learning, and become more
motivated and self-directed in the process (Savery, 2006).
Inherent in the design of PBL is a public articulation by the
learners of what they know and about what they need to learn
more. Individuals accept responsibility for seeking relevant
information and bringing that back to the group to help inform
the development of a viable solution (Savery, 2006: 12-13).
There is a danger, though, in that there is a difference between
‘true’ student-centered problem-solving and merely reproducing a preformulated problem solution (Phye, 1997). In the learning process, some
blends and selected mappings can become conventionalized. Students
may use them later as frames and entrenched mappings in new
conceptual integration networks. Tutors must be aware of how a
problem-solving process is identified from the students’ point of view,
since only a ‘true’ problem-solving process supports students’ deep
approach to learning. Phye argues that students with limited relevant
prior discipline knowledge, who have no access to a ready procedure
and strategy, are more likely to engage in ‘true’ PBL. When such students
mindfully approach the task by integrating remembered strategies and
procedures and trying them out, they are likely to overcome the obstacle
of limited prior knowledge and arrive at a good solution.
Thus, Phye emphasizes the need to develop a learning
environment “that stresses the teaching of cognitive strategies and
procedures and the development of problem-solving attitude”; or, in
other words, the teaching of “the ability to gain access to and use prior
knowledge in the construction of solutions for complex tasks” (Phye,
1997: 60). His argument is especially relevant for the ‘interdisciplinary’
learning approach where the students’ ability to construct new meaning
through searching for and integrating chunks of knowledge from various
discipline domains is crucial.
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In the Culture course, conceptual integration—a cognitive process
(learning through problem-solving)—can be used as a tool to achieve
‘true’ PBL in an interdisciplinary context. As the outcome of such a
process, students gain interdisciplinary learning skills and acquire
interdisciplinary cultural knowledge. CIT provides cognitive tools for the
development of a PBL environment as described by Phye. In this
environment, tutors “give voice to ‘metacognitive questions’ and “insert
them into the classroom dialog so that students learn to attend to them,
appreciate their utility, and then adopt their use as they become
increasingly independent and self-directed” (Gallagher, 1997: 340).
5.2 Conceptual Integration, PBL and Area Studies
In this study, we have shown how the use of PBL-based conceptual
integration can support interdisciplinary learning in Area Studies, using
the Culture course as an example. Treating culture as a creation of
human minds is a theoretical and methodological approach to the
exploration of culture and national identity. Seeing culture as a social
construction demands that we join up social sciences and humanities,
both in research and education.
Human minds operate over cultural and personal structures of
knowledge. Some of these structures—cultural models or frames16—are
widely shared in a culture, and expressions in the culture’s language will
evoke them (Turner, 2001). Russian and Eastern Europe Studies
specialists must have knowledge of various cultural models that people
in that region use to interpret their experience and construe the social
world. To acquire such knowledge, we need to employ a range of social
sciences and humanities.
Thus cultures themselves develop conceptual integration
networks in which culturally shared frames—cultural models—serve as
mental inputs. Concepts, artifacts, and behaviours that are not specieswide and not simply brought on by variable environmental features, are
conceived by culture, in culture, and over cultural time, shared by
people in a certain community and transmitted from generation to
generation. When we cannot understand each other in social, political,
historical, or educational settings, it is not because we do not share the
same basic cognitive operations, but because we do not share all of the
For cultural models see e.g. Shore, 1996; Sweetser, 1987; Coulson, 2001; 2006; Palmer,
1996, 2006; Sharifian, F.,and G. Palmer, 2007; Sharifian, F., 2008; Stepanov, 2004; Dirven,
Wolf and Polzenhgen, 2007.
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necessary cultural networks or niches. Fortunately, as human beings, we
are able to acquire cross-cultural niche understanding through
conceptual integration.
If we assume that (national or social) identities are
imaginative17—i.e., the product of conceptual integration—then the
exploration of cultural networks and niches18 from the multi- and interdisciplinary perspective of social sciences and humanities through
conceptual integration should help “elucidate the types of ideologies,
social relationships, political configurations, and global conflicts that
result in our everyday lived experience as humans”19—the problems
central to learning and research in area studies.
Conclusion
As we have shown through the Culture course, a PBL tutor in
interdisciplinary studies (particularly area studies) can use CIT to help
students become ‘metacognitively aware’ (Gijselaers, 1996) through
introducing basic cognitive operations, cross-space mappings and
meaning-construction processes involved in interdisciplinary conceptual
integration networks. The tutor uses these and refers to them during the
students’ PBL. Conceptual integration offers a theory and structure for
making explicit the process of constructing blended, interdisciplinary
knowledge from discipline-based inputs. Metacognitive coaching
requires a model of thinking and problem solving. Teaching cognitive
processes requires a set of tools and a language for thinking. Our
example has illustrated how cognitive scientific theories can be applied
to cultural (REES) area studies, offering tutors an underlying theory of
interdisciplinary thinking and problem solving and a set of instructional
tools. The utilization of conceptual integration as method for
interdisciplinary PBL results in students’ awareness of how they have
come to know things (Kreber, 2009), an essential condition for learning in
the interdisciplinary context.

See the seminal work of Anderson, B. (2006) [1991].
On cultural networks see Turner’s essay at www.onthehuman.org (August 2009), and a
discussion on cultural niches following it – contributions by Deal, Harrel, Herman,
Pleshakova and Turner.
19 See Harrell’s and Turner’s contributions to discussion at www.onthehuman.org (2009);
on cognitive linguistic approaches to exploration of ideology see Dirven, Polzenhagen
and Hans-Georg Wolf (2007)
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Using a Corpus-Based Approach to Russian as a
Foreign Language Materials Development
Edie Furniss
Introduction
The increase in availability and sophistication of corpora in recent years
has facilitated the application of usage-based approaches to language
pedagogy. Although the use of corpus data is certainly not without its
difficulties, it offers great pedagogical promise. Corpora, consisting of
natural language culled from a multitude of sources and genres, provide
valuable information about language in use. While a corpus can provide
us with contextualized linguistic data and statistics on the behavior of
lexicon (with respect to frequency and collocation), a connection needs to
be forged between the data and their practical use. Two main areas ripe
for the application of corpus linguistics are data-driven learning and
materials development. Data-driven learning concerns the study of
language by learners who use corpora to obtain raw data for analysis
(see, for instance, Johns 1991, Gavioli & Aston 2001, Varley 2009).
The focus of this paper, however, is the practical application of
corpus data to the development of foreign language teaching materials,
specifically for the Russian language learner audience. A corpus-based
approach, in my view, can enable the creation of textbooks that better
serve their users, as it ensures that the language presented is
contextualized and reflective of actual usage. In this paper, I will discuss
the arguments for using corpora to inform pedagogical materials, how
ESL/EFL textbooks have implemented a corpus-based approach, and
practical guidelines for employing such an approach with Russian
language materials (with reference to vocabulary selection, potential
exercises and activities, and learning context).
Conrad (2000) anticipated three potential shifts in grammar
instruction as a result of corpus-based linguistic research: the
replacement of large and comprehensive English grammars with smaller,
register-specific ones; the combination of grammar and vocabulary; and
the move towards a greater focus on appropriateness of use, rather than
structural accuracy (p. 549). While these changes are increasingly being

Using a Corpus-Based Approach to Russian
Edie Furniss

realized in materials for English language learners, the field of Russian as
a foreign language (RFL) pedagogy has yet to see a similar response to
budding corpus-based research. Regarding the first shift, a
comprehensive learner’s dictionary of Russian―an analogue to the
corpus-based English-language Collins COBUILD series―has yet to be
developed. And, most crucially, there is a need for commercially
available RFL grammars and textbooks informed by corpus data. A focus
on the combination of grammar and vocabulary, or lexicogrammar, is
notably absent from RFL materials, which tend to approach these aspects
of language as two discrete systems. Lexicogrammar is defined as “the
lexicon and grammar of a language, taken together as an integrated
system” (Halliday, Teubert, Yallop, & Čermáková, 2004, p. 169). When
performing corpus analyses, researchers must note the morphological
and syntactic restraints of lexical items and phrases, paying attention to
how grammar and vocabulary inform one another. Finally, emphasis on
appropriateness of use is needed in materials, meaning that they must
raise awareness of context, and each context’s corresponding pragmatic
guidelines. However, structural accuracy should not be sacrificed in
service of this goal. Because of the greater morphological complexity of
the Russian language (as compared with English), an explicit focus on
grammar is essential, but should be combined with contextual corpusdriven analysis and engagement.
Perhaps the greatest issue in the current state of RFL materials
that can be addressed by corpus linguistics is the need for a systematic
approach to the Russian language in use, with reference to frequency and
actual linguistic behavior. O’Keefe, McCarthy, and Carter (2007) noted
that “numerous studies have shown us that the language presented in
textbooks is frequently still based on intuitions about how we use
language, rather than actual evidence of use” (p. 21). Corpus data can be
used to compare language in use with the lexicogrammatical elements
featured in textbooks and other materials. Because corpora are an
excellent source of frequency information, authors of instructional
materials can harness their power to better select and accurately
prioritize the language presented. This kind of investigation requires
case studies focusing on particular linguistic elements. Conrad (2004)
examined four ESL textbooks in order to compare the treatment of though
with corpus data on its frequency and details of its usage. She found that
while linking adverbials were included in the textbooks, though, the most
frequently used linking adverbial, was only included in one of the four
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textbooks, and was there covered incompletely (only the contrastive, not
concessive use was mentioned). Flowerdew (1998) conducted a similar
comparison of academic writing textbooks and corpus data, finding that
cause/effect markers in English, which are commonly used in a corpus of
academic English, are inadequately covered in English for academic
purposes (EAP) textbooks. Omissions of this sort can confuse learners by
promoting an inaccurate picture of language usage, resulting in
production of language that is “often stilted, too formal and too highlevel; and when it is analysed it is seen that the most common words are
used less frequently, and in fewer contexts, than they would be by native
speakers of English” (Tomlinson, 1998, p. 27). Corpora are continually
being developed and expanded, providing a growing body of data on
actual language use. It seems only logical to use them to create materials
that will better inform language learners and assist them in becoming
more fluent users of the target language.
However, real-life language from a corpus can be messy and
difficult to analyze, and generally does not lend itself to succinct usage
explanations, like those found in traditional grammars. Conrad (2004)
addressed the reluctance that many teachers feel when responding to a
student’s usage query with the answer ‘It depends’: “With analyses
[comparing corpus data with textbooks], we find out not only that the
answer to most questions about language use is ‘it depends,’ but we can
also answer the question ‘What does it depend on?’” (p. 80). In order to
answer that question, a highly nuanced examination of the data is
required, as well as a reevaluation of prior conceptions of lexicon and
grammar, on the parts of both teacher and students.
Using corpus data to answer the question “What does it depend
on?” supports Larsen-Freeman’s (2003) concept of grammaring―“the
ability to use grammar structures accurately, meaningfully, and
appropriately” (p. 143). With examples from and statistics on real-world
usage, instructors and materials writers can better define what
constitutes accuracy, meaningfulness, and appropriateness not only on
the grammatical level, but on the lexical level as well. This requires
attention to the forms themselves, as well as the contexts in which they
appear. Such an approach can assist in the development of a genre-based
syllabus, as in the case of Chang and Kuo (2011), who combined corpus
and genre analysis in preparing online materials for an EAP course. The
authors conducted a genre analysis of the texts in a corpus of research
articles, then a text analysis focusing on lexicogrammatical elements,
197

Using a Corpus-Based Approach to Russian
Edie Furniss

which led to the creation of PDFs of the texts tagged with each rhetorical
move and accompanied by notes on linguistic features. Traditionally,
language teaching materials have been focused on the sentence level,
which naturally leads to decontextualized linguistic examples that are
displaced from the world of real language use.
Discursive analysis of language is clearly necessary if materials
writers want to accurately reflect authentic usage, and should be
combined with lexicogrammatical analysis to that end as well. This
means attention not only to frequency and use of individual lexical units,
but also to a particular area of language that is all too often
underrepresented in instructional materials: formulaic sequences. Wray
(2000) defines a formulaic sequence as:
a sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other
meaning elements, which is, or appears to be, prefabricated: that
is, stored and retrieved whole from memory at the time of use,
rather than being subject to generation or analysis by the
language grammar. (p. 465)
Corpora provide data that textbook writers and instructors can use in the
identification and description of these sequences, seeing as they contain
natural language data that is representative of real language use (Boers &
Lindstromberg, 2009). Such information can be obtained to create
lexicogrammatical profiles consisting of collocates, chunks/idioms,
syntactic restrictions, semantic restrictions, prosody, and other relevant
or recurring features (O’Keefe et al., 2007). These profiles would be more
informative to language learners than the vocabulary lists consisting of
single words and their English equivalents that pervade RFL materials.
The question, however, arises: which formulaic sequences should
be taught? Boers and Lindstromberg (2009) propose that in making such
decisions, learning context and learner needs are paramount: social
routine formulae may be most useful for students in naturalistic
environments, discourse organizers for students of academic writing,
and referential language for learners in traditional foreign language
classroom settings. American learners of Russian in the U.S. generally
study the language in preparation for study abroad and/or to engage
with Russian literature in the original. Thus, formulaic sequences found
in corpora of informal conversation, university lectures, and literature
(particularly of the 19th century) should be emphasized in instructional
materials.
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One of the most comprehensive and accessible corpora of the
Russian language is the online Russian National Corpus
(http://www.ruscorpora.ru/en); also see the large Russian corpora at
IntelliText
(http://smlc09.leeds.ac.uk/itb)
and
Sketch
Engine
(https://the.sketchengine.co.uk/auth/corpora/). The Russian National
Corpus, containing over 150 million words in texts from the mid-18th to
early 21st centuries, is the work of linguists from around Russia and is
funded by Russian Federation governmental grants. It consists of a
general corpus as well as the following subcorpora: syntactic (with indepth annotations); mass media (containing current texts from
newspapers); parallel Russian-English (to facilitate comparison of
translations between the two languages); educational (developed for
Russian elementary and secondary schools); dialectical (featuring various
varieties of spoken Russian); poetry (with search parameters like meter
and rhyme type); spoken (including public and private speech, and
movie dialogue from 1930 on); accent (focusing on word stress); and
multimedia (accompanied by video clips featuring the queried word or
phrase). Additionally, it is possible to tailor the corpus data to one’s
needs by creating custom-made subcorpora. One can personalize the
subcorpus by deciding what author(s), texts, speaker/author gender(s),
year(s) of publication, text genre(s) and type(s), text setting(s), and
subject matter to include. Search results can then be downloaded and
manipulated using Microsoft Excel. The Russian National Corpus is
obviously an extremely useful and flexible resource that should be an
essential tool in the development of language teaching materials, but has
not yet been used extensively for that purpose.
Given the great variety of texts included in the corpus, there is a
multitude of potential applications of the corpus data to pedagogy. For
example, the mass media subcorpus could be used to determine the most
frequent collocates of a key word for inclusion in political Russian
materials, such as povyshenie (e.g., …nalogov, tarifov, zarabotnoi platy, etc.).
Lists of uses of difficult-to-translate words such as the article ved’ or the
adjective sploshnoi can be easily compiled, in order to study their
behavior in discourse. The texts found in the parallel corpus could
provide aspiring translators with concrete data on typical translations of
a queried word or phrase, which could then be analyzed, compared, and
critiqued. Close synonyms, like druzheliubnii, druzheskii, druzhestvennii,
and druzhnii, could be disambiguated by examining the subtleties of their
usage in authentic contexts, across different genres.
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The only major criticism of the Russian National corpus is the fact
that its source texts cannot be read in full via its online interface; rather,
search queries are returned with only the immediate context (from one to
two sentences to one paragraph). However, users may obtain a
significantly reduced (consisting of about one million words) offline
version of the corpus by signing and submitting a license agreement. Of
course, the complete context (including detailed information on
participants, and non-verbal elements of language) may arguably never
be available, although corpus excerpts can be expanded by integrating
audio (to highlight pronunciation and prosody) and video (to include
information on gesture, gaze, and so on). So far, only the multimedia
subcorpus allows for this possibility, but contextualized examples of
usage can be located on the Internet (such as authentic video available on
YouTube) and used to support data from the corpus.
Usage patterns can still be effectively extracted from corpus data.
For example, the phrase nichego sebe [wow] appears 35 times in the
nonpublic spoken subcorpus of the Russian National Corpus, as a standalone exclamation (23 times), often in response to an interlocutor, and
sometimes modifying another word (ten times). In two instances, the
function of the phrase was ambiguous (due to lack of punctuation). As
an exclamation, nichego sebe indicates surprise or disbelief, as in the
following conversation between a 69-year-old woman (Speaker 1) and a
45-year-old woman (Speaker 2):
Speaker 1:
On znachit e… m… Ia khochu, govorit, vas / priglasit’
na tusovku. (so smekhom v golose) Na kakuiu tusovku? [He, then…
um… I want to, he says, invite you to a party. (with laughter in
her voice) What kind of party?]
Speaker 2:
Nichego sebe! (smeetsia) [Wow! (laughs)]
Speaker 1:
A on govorit, vot v Ostankino / est’ dlia veteranov.
[And he says, in Ostankino there’s one for veterans.]
Source: Tea-table talk // M.V. Kitaigorodskaia, N.N. Rozanova.
Muscovites’ speech: Communicative-culturological aspect.
Moscow, 1999, 1985-1992.
In contrast, in this following conversation between two 18-year-old
females looking at a photograph, the use of nichego sebe similarly displays
surprise, but instead modifies a noun rather than standing alone as an
interjection:
Speaker 1:
Takaia priam… [A real…]
Speaker 2:
Rokovaia… [vampy…]
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Speaker 1:
devochka… [little girl…]
Speaker 2:
Nichego sebe devochka… Chto zh devochka-to? Takaia
devushka uzhe / vzroslaia… [Quite a little girl… Why a little girl? A
young lady already / grown-up]
Speaker 1:
Nu devushka / ladno… [Fine, a young lady, okay…]
Source: Looking at photos // From Ulianovsk University
materials, 2006
While the full conversations are not available from the Russian National
Corpus, these excerpts still provide corpus users with valuable
information. Such data can be used to raise awareness of the use of
nichego sebe in speech by showing that it is more commonly used as an
interjection and a comment on an interlocutor’s utterance than as a
modifier. Further, a materials writer could examine the corpus for other
interjections used as comments in order to find which phrases are most
commonly used, in what contexts, and how their meanings and tone may
differ (is a particular interjection positive or negative? and so on).
This lack of full text accessibility in the Russian National Corpus
underscores the relevance of two problematic issues in the application of
corpus data to pedagogy, as noted by Flowerdew (2009): an emphasis on
bottom-up processing of text; and decontextualized (and therefore not
transferable to pedagogy) data. This echoes Widdowson’s (2000) concern
that such data are inauthentic, being stripped of sufficient context
(including the perspectives of the participants). Flowerdew’s (2009) first
criticism is leveled at the practice of heavy reliance on concordance lines,
which may not provide sufficient context. In terms of the published
corpus-based pedagogical materials reviewed later, however,
concordance lines are rarely used. Instead, lexicogrammatical features
are presented in discourse, or separately with commentary on usage.
Presumably, this is done so that corpus-based textbooks closely resemble
traditional materials―a concordance looks foreign and might discourage
users who find it too technical.
Flowerdew (2009) noted two more issues with using corpusbased methods: the prominence of the inductive approach in corpusbased pedagogy, and the difficulty of choosing the appropriate corpus.
While traditionally an inductive approach has been preferred, it is by no
means necessary. A mix of both inductive and deductive activities can be
created on the basis of corpus data. Further, the corpus data can be
presented in a subtle, not overly technical way (Conrad, 2000). Regarding
Flowerdew’s (2009) final criticism, the problem of limited corpus
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availability, including specialized corpora, is slowly being remedied,
particularly for English. Increased corpus diversity will simplify the task
of choosing an appropriate corpus.
While these are valid arguments, still Mauranen (2004) contends
that “corpus data is light years ahead of invented examples in
authenticity, and to make the most use of that data is a matter of
pedagogic intervention in the learning process” (p. 94). These ‘invented
examples’ are ubiquitous in RFL instructional materials. One notable
exception is Rifkin’s (1996) Grammatika v Kontekste: Russian Grammar in
Literary Contexts, which uses authentic literary and journalistic texts to
contextualize language. A focus on literary language may be worthwhile,
depending on the context and learner needs; many students in collegelevel Russian programs will enroll in literature survey courses (most
commonly with an emphasis on the classics of the 19th century). The
potential of reading Russian prose and poetry in the original has always
been a strong motivating factor for generations of Russian language
learners. Regrettably, many of these learners are ill-prepared for reading
Russian literature, due to the lack of targeted instruction in Russian
literary discourse. Rifkin (1996) has presented readers with excerpts of
this sort, but a more systematic approach to the material could maximize
student learning potential. This could be accomplished through the use
of a corpus consisting of literary texts of the era in question, which could
be created, as mentioned earlier, using the personalized subcorpus tool
on the Russian National Corpus website. Such a corpus of Russian
literature could be explored with reference to word and formulaic
sequence frequency in order to better inform teaching materials.
Opportunities exist for the adoption of corpus-informed
approaches to materials development, but instructors and authors need
to be made aware of them. Additionally, Reinhardt (2010) proposes that,
in order for corpus linguistics to have a bigger effect on language
pedagogy, it is necessary to have available “corpus-informed materials,
corpus analysis tools, and well-designed corpora [that] are simply more
numerous, accessible and user friendly, and preferably web-based” (p.
246). While corpus-informed EFL materials are gradually filling this
need, the same is not true for RFL. One reason for the deficit is the much
lower demand for Russian linguistic materials, which means less
incentive for developing sophisticated corpus-based RFL textbooks and
specialized Russian-language corpora. Additionally, corpora of English
(and, consequently, corpus tools created specifically for the English
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alphabet and English morphology and syntax) have been in existence
much longer than corpora of other languages. Now that corpora and
corpus tools are becoming more widely available for Russian, a shift in
the conceptualization of language usage and pedagogy is necessary if
corpus-informed approaches are to flourish in the Russian language
teaching community.
Corpus-based Materials
In their guide for creating materials using data from MICASE (Michigan
Corpus of Academic Spoken English), Simpson-Vlach and Leicher (2006)
advocate a combination of discourse- and corpus-based approaches,
which, in union, can “more easily guide our students in learning
pragmatically and sociolinguistically likely and appropriate uses of
language, rather than just grammatically correct uses” (p. 267). This point
is crucial in relation to materials development, as it requires examining
language data holistically and in context. In order to achieve this end, the
authors present materials based on a transcript of language in use drawn
from the corpus, accompanied by notes, discussion questions, and
exercises. Worksheets of this type can be developed by instructors
without too much difficulty, as Simpson-Vlach and Leicher (2006)
suggest, by targeting situational, functional, or pragmatic language
usage, or by focusing on specific lexicogrammatical features.
Using a complete text (in this case, a transcript of a spoken
interaction) as the unit of analysis is one way to integrate corpus data
into instructional materials. In Exploring Spoken English, Carter and
McCarthy (1997) use this approach, providing authentic spoken texts
from the CANCODE (Cambridge-Nottingham Corpus of Discourse in
English) belonging to several spheres, or genres, of interaction: narrative;
identifying;
language-in-action;
comment-elaboration;
service
encounters; debate and argument; language, learning and interaction;
decision-making/negotiating outcomes. Detailed annotations containing
linguistic and cultural observations follow each text, and recordings of
the texts themselves can be accessed via an accompanying cassette tape.
Given the absence of exercises, Exploring Spoken English is intended as an
awareness-raising tool. Such materials are useful for learners, as they are
all too infrequently exposed to annotated natural discourse. Since the
genres presented in Exploring Spoken English are universal, a similar
schema could be used in the development of comparable Russian
language materials. However, a more effective method might be the use
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of shorter texts, particularly for beginning and intermediate learners,
seeing as a single text can often be long, disjointed, and unwieldy.
Real Grammar, a corpus-based textbook for learners of English, by
Conrad and Biber (2009), consists of 50 units addressing various
lexicogrammatical topics. The authors consistently make distinctions
throughout the text between the lexicogrammar of speech and the
lexicogrammar of writing. In the front matter, Conrad and Biber (2009)
describe their methodology in regards to adapting corpus texts for
presentation in the textbook: the replacement of difficult vocabulary with
easier vocabulary; simplification of long and complex sentences; revision
of academic writing discourse excerpts; removal of some fillers and false
starts; and standardization of syntax through the addition of
punctuation. Their rationale for these modifications is that “it is
important for the language of the corpus extracts not to overwhelm
students or to take their attention away from the structure that is being
practiced” (Conrad & Biber, 2009, p. ix). Adjustments of this nature are
necessary in the adaptation of authentic language data. One of the
sentiments expressed in the introductions to many of the textbooks
discussed here was the desire to produce explanations and activities that
are similar to those of existing materials, resulting in a more userfriendly product. After all, the purpose in using corpus data is to give
learners a clear look at real-life language usage and to motivate them in
their language study, not to overwhelm them. Instructors and materials
writers, then, must use their judgment in deciding what revisions, if any,
are necessary.
McCarthy, O’Dell, and Shaw’s Vocabulary in Use (1997) is
composed of one hundred vocabulary units, the selection and content of
which were informed by the Cambridge International Corpus. McCarthy
(2004) described the method for vocabulary selection for the Vocabulary in
Use series: comparison of the vocabulary lists to corpus data to ensure
relevance; identification of a basic vocabulary for beginning learners; and
inclusion of lexicon in the most frequent (according to corpora) contexts
and situations. The units each span two pages and are organized by
topic―grammatical (e.g., uncountable nouns); functional (e.g., everyday
problems); metaphorical (e.g., idioms describing feelings and mood);
thematic (e.g., sports); and others (e.g., the language of signs and notices;
discourse markers). There are no textbooks, to my knowledge, that
address Russian vocabulary in a similar way. Vocabulary in Use is focused
not simply on discrete lexical items, but on lexicogrammar, including
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formulaic sequences. Lexicogrammatical features are given in context
(generally one to two sentences, sometimes in longer discourse) with
commentary on semantics and usage, and then followed by a variety of
exercises (cloze; rewording; matching question and response; openended sentence completion; picture labeling, and more).
Exploring Grammar in Context, by Carter, Hughes, and McCarthy
(2000), also uses the CANCODE corpus to inform selection of
grammatical structures and to obtain authentic language excerpts. Units
are ordered by the following categories: tenses; modals; choosing
structures; around the noun; and exploring spoken grammar in context.
The textbook provides a wide variety of exercises to engage with the
material, including: identifying targeted grammatical structures in
context; making observations about usage based on the texts; rewriting
sentences to use target structures; selecting the appropriate structure
depending on the context (e.g., deciding between the use of would/will
on p. 41); raising awareness of collocations and fixed expressions with
notes on usage; working inductively with grammar in context to draw
conclusions about usage; engaging with authentic language outside of
class (e.g., “Look at an editorial in an English newspaper, or any other
text where someone is presenting arguments or opinions, and note how
it, this and that are used to refer to the points the writer is making” p. 92);
ordering conversation turns; matching expressions with their meanings;
and other common activities (error correction, cloze, etc.). Like the other
titles reviewed here, Exploring Grammar in Context contextualizes
language usage and provides students with exercises and examples that
facilitate the acquisition of the most necessary grammatical structures.
Meanings and Metaphors (Lazar, 2003), a textbook for intermediate
learners of English, introduces high-frequency figurative language, as
determined by corpus analysis. Chapters are organized by topic and
genre: parts of the body; weather; plants; colors; poems; proverbs; and so
on. Meanings and Metaphors provides activities that raise awareness of
metaphor, contextualize idiomatic phrases in discourse (including
authentic texts from advertising), and ask students to identify metaphors
independently. O’Keefe, McCarthy, and Carter (2007) discussed the need
to consider metaphor in vocabulary for language learners, stating that
“much advanced level vocabulary pedagogy will be concerned with
dealing with less frequent, extended and metaphorical sense of words”
(p. 51). Corpora can make identifying such figurative language easier,
while providing information on context and frequency.
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Touchstone is a corpus-informed sequence of materials by
McCarthy, McCarten, and Sandiford (2005). The authors, in undertaking
the corpus research necessary for the series, named the following goals:
“to identify authentic, motivating language; to weave [the] findings into
a carefully crafted syllabus; to create course books that are familiar in
structure and easy to use” (McCarthy, 2004, p. 15). Level 2 of the
Touchstone series (for high beginners) is divided into twelve units, each
focusing on a different topic (e.g., health, growing up, at home, etc.).
Each unit contains the following sections: function/topic; grammar;
vocabulary; conversation strategies; pronunciation; listening; reading;
writing; vocabulary notebook; and free talk. The conversations included
in Touchstone are constructed by the authors, but with the corpus data as
a guide, and the textbook is accompanied by an audio CD that
reproduces these dialogues. This strategy may be most appropriate for
beginners’ level materials like Touchstone, as truly authentic corpus
excerpts may be inaccessible to learners with limited lexicogrammatical
knowledge. Indeed, Reinhardt (2010) suggested that, in textbooks for
beginning learners, “dialogues can reflect corpus-based findings,
vocabulary can be presented with collocational and frequency
information, and grammatical explanations can be contextualized in
discussions of register appropriateness” (p. 247).
The focus on conversation strategies (based, of course, on corpus
examples) is noteworthy; the authors describe a variety of everyday
issues in pragmatics (responding to suggestions, using I mean to correct
yourself when you say the wrong word or name, agreeing to something
with All right and OK, and so on), providing lists of common expressions
to use according to the situation and opportunities to apply the given
information in matching and cloze (fill-in-the-blank) exercises, discourse
completion tasks, and role plays. For example, on page 71:
Strategy plus I guess
You can use I guess when you’re not 100% sure about something,
or if you don’t want to sound 100% sure.
− I guess I need to keep this job.
− Yeah, me too, I guess.
This type of specific, focused instruction on conversational devices is
necessary for English learners wanting to master fluent, naturalsounding speech. Additionally, it underscores the dialogic nature of
language use, an element of which is what O’Keefe, McCarthy, and
Carter (2007) call listenership, arguing that “to be good at
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communicating and interacting, learners need to be able to show
listenership and engagement just as much as they need to be able to
make a point, tell a story, comment on the world around them” (p. 157).
I have come across one textbook for Russian language learners
that provides a similar degree of detail about conversation strategies, A
kak ob etom skazat’? [And How Do You Talk About That?], by Volodina
(2008). The textbook intends “to acquaint [learners] with the linguistic
means (language chunks and particles) used in conversational speech to
relay additional subjective meaning, and to activate them in concrete
communicative situations” (Volodina, 2008, p. 2). For example, the
section ‘Expressing agreement/disagreement with an opinion (appraisal,
supposition, etc.)’ begins with a series of dialogues containing targeted
words and phrases (p. 141):
− Katia prekrasno igraet na fortep’iano. [Katya plays the piano very
well.]
− Eshche by! Ona uchenitsa odnogo iz izvestneishikh pianistov. [You
bet! She’s
a student of one of the most famous pianists.]
− Dumaiu, chto ei prikhoditsia mnogo rabotat’. [I think she has to
work a lot.]
− To est’! (= ne prosto mnogo, a ochen’ mnogo, vy ochen’ tochno
otsenili situatsiiu) [Absolutely! (= more than a lot, you gave your
opinion very precisely)]
− No eto ved’ neobkhodimo. [But it’s necessary, you see.]
− Konechno, chtoby stat’ khoroshim muzykantom, odnogo talanta malo,
nado ochen’ mnogo i uporno zanimat’sia. [Of course, in order to
become a good musician, talent isn’t enough, you have to put in a
lot of hard work.]
Presumably this is an invented dialogue, which would account for its
dryness. Adapting corpus data would result in a much more interesting
and natural-sounding conversation, as in this excerpt from the Russian
National Corpus:
− Aga, bilet 250 rublei stoil, no zato kakie tam sladen’kie mal’chiki byli!
[Yeah,
the ticket cost 250 rubles, but the boys there were so cute (lit.,
sweet)!]
− Nu ty s kem-nibud’ zazhgla, ia nadeius’… [Well I hope you found
someone to flirt with…]
− Kha! Eshche by! [Ha! You bet!]
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Source: Microdialogues // From Ulianovsk University materials,
2007
Following the dialogues, A kak ob etom skazat’? provides a table of the
target phrases with commentary on usage. Eshche by [you bet], for
example, is used when “the speaker does not concede that the
situation/person/subject could be appraised any other way.” (Volodina,
2008, p. 143). The section closes with awareness-raising and discourse
completion tasks, followed by several instances of the phrases in literary
contexts. Use of authentic literary passages is common in RFL textbooks,
given Russia’s rich literary tradition, but there is a place in those
materials for spoken language excerpts as well. While it contains a
wealth of contextualized phrases and lexical chunks that are used widely
in conversational Russian, there is no reference to how the content of A
kak ob etom skazat’? was selected – no mention of corpus data or
frequency lists of any kind. Still, this resource is a step in the right
direction. Like many RFL textbooks published in Russia, it contains a
wealth of useful information, but the presentation leaves much to be
desired―complex grammatical terminology is used, and the layout is
text-dense. Only advanced users will likely have the proficiency needed
to parse this text.
Advancing in Russian through Narration by Pavlenko and Hasko
(2008) is the only available resource for Russian language learners, to my
knowledge, that uses a corpus-informed approach. The corpus in
question consists of narratives told by native speakers of Russian and
American learners of Russian with advanced proficiency. The authors
analyzed the differences between the native speaker and non-native
speaker narratives, then produced explanatory materials and exercises
addressing those differences. Advancing in Russian through Narration
provides an excellent example of how learner corpora can be used in the
development of language materials. Nesselhauf (2004) gave several
reasons for the use of learner corpora in pedagogical contexts, arguing
that they “can help to decide what features should be particularly
emphasized in teaching or even lead to the introduction of hitherto
neglected elements (such as certain formulaic sequences, for example)”
and can be “used to provide examples of typical mistakes and typical
cases of overuse and underuse in teaching and in reference materials” (p.
139). Pavlenko and Hasko (2008) used a learner corpus to accomplish just
those goals. The corpus revealed, among other things, that the American
learner narratives lacked formulaic sequences typical of native speaker
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introductions and conclusions. Additionally, the researchers found that
learners of Russian tend to overuse adjectives and adverbs in describing
emotions, where native speakers show a much greater preference for
emotion verbs. Such research makes clear the benefits of using learner
corpora to inform pedagogical materials. Regrettably, Russian language
learner corpora are rare. These tools are needed and their creation should
be a priority for researchers. But, as Nesselhauf (2004) noted, although
learner corpora have had little impact in the field of English (as in
Russian) language learning materials, “systematic learner corpus
research has been carried out and the results have been used to compile
or improve” learner dictionaries (p. 137). As mentioned previously, such
resources have not yet been developed for Russian language learners.
The corpus-based materials examined here contain a variety of
approaches to working with authentic language data, which are
summarized in Table 1. As the table shows, for the most part the
textbook presentation does not vary greatly from that of traditional
language materials, as the corpus data are often seamlessly integrated
into the content and activities.
Conclusion
In this paper, I reviewed corpus-based approaches to materials
development and offered suggestions on how to use corpus data to
inform RFL textbooks. In that context, corpora can assist with: selecting
vocabulary based on frequency and description (in the form of
lexicogrammatical profiles); identifying high- and medium-frequency
chunks for presentation (including social routine formulae, conversation
strategies, discourse organizers, and idioms); determining what
grammatical structures are most used and in what contexts; and
replacing scripted dialogues with natural spoken discourse. Like Conrad
(2000), my goal is not to criticize currently available RFL materials, but
rather “to emphasize that textbooks of the 21st century can be based on a
more accurate analysis of language use” (p. 557). Corpus linguistics is a
relatively new field, but its applications can have far-reaching
consequences for language learners. Furthermore, the use of corpora can
be viewed as a more efficient extension of what teachers have always
done: “plucked written texts out of the contexts in which they were
originally produced and imported them into the classroom, carefully
selecting and mediating them for their students” (O’Keefe, McCarthy, &
Carter, 2007, p. 27). The analysis of real-life language usage has been
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made simpler, thanks to the continuing development of corpora, both
general and specialized, and their increasingly user-friendly interfaces.
Language researchers and instructors need to take these advances into
account when preparing materials, syllabi, and lessons, in order to
ensure their relevance and accuracy. As Reinhardt (2010) noted, teachers
often rely heavily on the textbook to guide instruction, thus “corpus
linguistics might be more influential in L2 instruction if it can influence
the design of the materials with which teachers teach” (p. 246). Such an
outcome would be beneficial to both language instructors and language
learners, and should be a priority in future materials development.
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Язык текущего момента: понятие нормы
Виталий Костомаров
1. Н.В.Гоголь уподоблял язык океану, беспредельному и
подвижному. Корни этого в требованиях социума, многообразных
как самоё жизнь на разных отрезках истории, и в постоянной
идентификации, самоутверждении его членов. Не меньшую роль
играет также динамика самого языка, вечно развивающегося, как и
любая сложная, иерархически организованная система, по
присущим ему внутренним законам, которые различны в открытых
уровнях лексики и стилистики, в разной степени закрытых,
исчислимых уровнях фонетики, морфологии, синтаксиса, в
юридически утверждаемой орфографии.
По теории взаимодействий это «союз всадника и коня», в
котором язык – средство общения людей, а люди – средство
развития языка. Оба одинаково важны, пока люди не осознаЮт
первичность своей роли: конь всё-таки поскачет, куда велит всадник,
хотя и упрямится остаться в стойле.
Впрочем, многие авторитеты считают неправомерным
вмешательство человека в дела языка. Мысль об упорядочивании
языкового океана кажется им насильным насаждением абстракций,
искусственно получаемых из фактов реального употребления.
2. На такой позиции стоял великий отечественный языковед
А.А.Шахматов, отказавшийся в своей словарной работе от
установления норм, выдвинув идею документации, точных ссылок
на источник, ибо «характер источника ясно предопределяет,
насколько
то
или
другое
слово
следует
считать
общеупотребительным, насколько то или иное выражение можно
признать достойным подражания» (Словарь русского языка,
составленный 2-м отделением Академии наук, т. II, вып. 1, 1897, стр.
VII). Учитель гимназии И.Х.Пахман возражал против этого мнения с
нормативно-педагогической точки зрения. Академик в ответе на
критику утверждал: «Странно было бы вообще, если бы ученое
учреждение вместо того, чтобы показывать, как говорят, решалось
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бы указывать, как надо говорить» (А. А. Шахматов. Несколько
замечаний по поводу записки И. X. Пахмана. «Сборник ОРЯС», т.
XVII, № 1, 1899, стр. 33).
В том же сборнике А. Г. Горнфельд писал, что доводы от
разума, науки и хорошего тона действуют на язык не больше, чем
курсы геологии на землетрясение: «В том-то и беда, что ревнителей
чистоты и правильности родной речи, как и ревнителей добрых
нравов, никто слушать не хочет. За них говорят грамматика и
логика, здравый смысл и хороший вкус, благозвучие и
благопристойность, но из всего этого натиска грамматики,
риторики и стилистики на бесшабашную, безобразную,
безоглядную живую речь не выходит ничего» (стр. 20).
Иначе думал К.И Чуковский: «Люди так и представляли себе,
будто мимо них протекает могучая речевая река, а они стоят на
берегу и с бессильным негодованием следят, сколько всякой
дребедени и дряни несут на себе её волны... Но можем ли мы
согласиться с такой философией бездействия и непротивления злу?
Неужели мы, писатели, педагоги, лингвисты, способны только
плакать, негодовать, ужасаться, наблюдая, как портят русский язык,
но не смеем и думать о том, чтобы мощным усилием воли
подчинить его своему коллективному разуму?». По его мнению,
философия бездействия имела смысл, когда люди были бессильны в
борьбе со стихиями. Теперь же у нас есть «мощные рычаги
просвещения, школа, радио, кино, телевизор, множество газет и
журналов».
Предпочтение чего-то одного, конечно, тормозит живые
процессы в языке. Зато оно отвечает интересам единства общества,
справедливым требованиям педагогов, всех ревнителей культурной
традиции обеспечить языковую устойчивость и определённость.
Люди хотят знать, что правильно и что нет, нуждаются в
рекомендациях, в лингвистическом компасе, а не в геологической и
топографической картах языковой округи. Процитировав слова
старичка-филолога из романа «Заноза» Л. Обуховой «Лингвисты
должны стать практиками: не только коллекционировать обороты,
но и активно вмешиваться в процессы языка, объяснять его,
предсказывать тенденции, смело браться за новое. В общем — взять
язык в руки!», академик В.В.Виноградов заметил, что они
«представляют некоторый интерес».
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3. Сомневаться в возможностях людей нельзя, если вспомнить
воздействие на язык изобретенных ими письменности, книги,
печати, которые революционно изменили коммуникативную жизнь
общества и устройство самого языка. В нём возникла, наряду с
исходной разговорной, книжная разновидность. Они и укрепили
идею поиска правильности её фиксацией. Ныне техника даёт
невиданные способы овеществления, хранения, воспроизведения
актов общения в реальной полноте звука, движения, цвета. Новый
тип текстов явно отразится в самом языке. Но это уже иная тема.
Для нас сейчас актуально лишь то, что и в разговорном, и в
книжном языке много избыточности: устаревающего и новейшего,
необходимого и ненужного, прекрасного и отвратительного.
Сплочение нации, общее незатруднённое взаимопонимание,
требующее порядка, дисциплины, удовлетворяется нормализацией.
Она может быть стихийной, обычно в виде субъективного
ощущения «правильного»; остротой такого чутья, по верному
мнению В.Ходасевича, обладал Державин. В наше время она чаще
предстаёт научно обоснованной деятельностью специалистов, чьи
оценки внедряются с одобрения и под охраной общественного
мнения и властных структур государства. Она имеет успех, если не
произвольна и уважает законы языка.
Отбором необходимого и достаточного создаётся единый
обязательный для всех литературно-нормированный язык. Русские
языковеды, избегавшие немецкого образца, называли его
образованным – по двум значениям глагола образовать «сотворённый,
отшлифованный» и
«свойственный
просвещённой
элите».
Естественно желать, чтобы был он обозримым по объёму и
устойчивым во времени, рациональным и строго коммуникативным.
По убеждению М.Горького, это тот же общий народный язык,
только обработанный поэтами и писателями. В его создании,
конечно, участвуют и учёные, общественные деятели, рядовые
умельцы слова.
4. Литературный язык характеризуется нормами, которые
помогают не утонуть в океане языка. Всеобщие, они внедряются как
обязательные семейным и школьным обучением, практикой
общения, масс-медиа, образцовой литературой и, конечно,
учебниками, словарями, справочниками. Несоблюдение их
высмеивается, осуждается, а то и наказывается. В своей совокупности
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они составляют «дорожную карту», указывающую выверенный в
нравственных, этических и эстетических границах оптимальный
путь к благопристойному порядку и гармонии.
По определению С.И.Ожегова, это «совокупность наиболее
пригодных («правильных», «предпочитаемых») для обслуживания
общества средств языка, складывающаяся как результат отбора
языковых
элементов
(лексических,
произносительных,
морфологических, синтаксических) из числа сосуществующих,
наличествующих, образуемых вновь или извлекаемых из пассивного
запаса прошлого в процессе социальной в широком смысле оценки
этих элементов» (Очередные вопросы культуры речи. «Вопросы
культуры речи». Вып. 1. М., 1955, стр. 15).
Дефиниция
совокупности
как
отбора
справедливо
констатирует наличие в языке иных совокупностей. Их единицы
могут ею игнорироваться или запрещаться, взаимодействовать с
нею, проникать в неё. Их наличие необходимо для индивидуальной
и групповой самоидентификации, шире – для игры и
выразительности, Они дополняют нормы, контрастируют, а то и
конкурируют с ними, отчего сами нормы, сковывающие своей
неподвижностью самопроизвольное движение языка, тоже
меняются. Это ясно иллюстрируется анализом нынешнего
сближения книжной и разговорной его разновидностей, особенно
наглядного в массовой коммуникации и социальных сетях
интернета.
Слово «наиболее» в дефиниции точно неизмеримо и, не
охватывая весь беспредельный язык, предполагает зависимость
объёма
и
характера
рассматриваемой
совокупности
от
преследуемой цели и других обстоятельств. Существен, прежде
всего, набор важнейших для данной эпохи текстов, например,
Псалтырь и Евангелие в Средние века; «Краткий курс истории
КПСС» и речи вождя, передовицы «Правды» в советскую эпоху. К
счастью, основополагающими остаются тексты писателей-классиков
ХIХ столетия. Важную роль играют механизмы установления норм
на разных уровнях самого языка, например, различение основного
словарного фонда (неизбыточное и устойчивое ядро) и лексического
состава
(который
полностью
невозможно
даже
просто
каталогизировать).
Приоритетны педагогические мотивы, по которым создаются
учебные минимумы и концентры при обучении детей и иноязычных
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взрослых. Интересна пусть малоудачная попытка создать Basic
English – именно «базисный», хотя первоначально это лишь
аббревиатура
–
Business
«деловой»,
Administrative
«управленческий»,
Scientific
«научный»,
Industrial
«промышленный», Commercial «торговый». Смеяться над благой
целью неискажающего упрощения грешно, и совсем не вредно
создать «базисный русский», который служил бы для торговли,
туризма, а также никак не мешал бы, напротив, возбуждал и влёк бы
за собой более глубокое, серьёзное овладение всей нормализованной
его частью – литературным языком.
Именно он как величайшее достижение и сокровище
культуры, всего исторического развития общества, блюдёт
этническую цельность нации. Его сила в поддержке элиты и всего
деятельного населения, органов власти и государства, просвещения
и
образования,
средств
массовой
коммуникации.
Он
облагораживается искусством, поззией, литературой, театром.
Немаловажно отношение к нему, мировой общественности,
использование его в международной жизни.
В то же время типология явлений, касающихся
нормализации должна озаботиться, наряду с неизбежно
обособленными,
консервативными
нормами,
тормозящими
самоизменение языка, закономерным наличием ненорм – в разной
мере и по разным причинам допускаемых и распространённых
средств, часто по воле людей конкурирующих с нормами, а также
подпадающих под табу антинорм.
5. Мысль о ненормализованных пока, или в приниципе
ненормализуемых (не подлежащих нормализации, оставляемых вне
её процесса) ресурсах никак не отрицает принципиальной важности
норм, оберегающих всем понятный и всех объединяющий
литературный язык. Она лишь кажется крамольной, а на деле редко
кто говорит и пишет одними нормами без страха и упрёка, как
А.Б.Шапиро, кто поэтому слыл педантичным, искусственносуховатым. Его соавтор по нормативым пособиям С.И.Ожегов
любил в меру отвлечься от них, отчего был художественно
выразителен и ароматно доверителен.
Хотя люди в силу своих целей, притязаний, настроений,
образованности, вообще своей природы постоянно выходят за
пределы совокупности норм, было бы неосмотрительно расширять
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его. В интересах педагогики нельзя нарушать незыблемую в
синхронии чистоту даже широко понятными единицами, какие бы
предупредительные оговорки, ограничительные пометы при этом
их бы ни сопровождали.
Констатация
реальности
не
означает
стихийного
попустительства. Без затруднений все понимают очень различный
язык «Радио России» и радиостанции «Эхо Москвы», «Российской
газеты» и «Московского комсомольца» потому, что у них одинаков
набор норм, хотя и очень различно обращение к ненормам,
некоторые из которых не все даже знают и догадываются об их
значении из контекста или спросив соседей. Если нормы
ответственны за безусловное взаимопонимание людей, то ненормы
отвечают за индивидуализацию, за разнообразие, без чего не живут
себялюбивые люди.
Нормализация теряет под собой почву, если лишает
литературный (образованный и непрерывано образуемый) язык
права на присутствия в нём ненормализованных и не
нормализуемых ресурсов. Их взаимодействие с устоявшимся,
узаконенным ядром норм должно уважаться и изучаться, но не
увеличивать его объём. Ненормами, которых намного больше,
невозбранно по необходимости и желанию, разумно и осторожно
пользоваться.
Л.В.Щерба великолепно писал: «Авторов, вовсе не
отступающих от нормы, конечно, не существует — они были бы
невыносимо скучны. Когда чувство нормы воспитано у человека,
тогда-то он начинает чувствовать всю прелесть обоснованных
отступлений от нее у разных хороших писателей. (Я говорю
„обоснованных", потому что у плохих авторов они бывают часто
недостаточно мотивированы внутренним содержанием, поэтому-то
эти авторы и считаются плохими)». (Очередные проблемы
языковедения. «Известия АН СССР. Отделение литературы и языка», т.
IV, вып. 5, 1945, c. 183).
В этой цитате мало видеть защиту отхода от норм, ещё
важнее в них утверждение (подчёркнуто нами – В.К.), что всё
начинается с воспитания чувства нормы. Человек получает
удовольствие от ненорм, только тогда, когда крепко усвоил нормы и
обрёл право безопасно выходить в бесконечность языкового океана.
По немецкой пословице Meister kann die Form zerbrechen – мастер
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может разбить форму, потому что он знает старую и способен
сделать лучшую.
Щербианскую позицию образно изложила С.Г.ТерМинасова: «Литературный язык лишён цвета и запаха, он нужен как
ткань, на которой вышивается узор. Узор, вышивка, отклонение от
нормы не может существовать без ткани, холста, литературноязыковой основы. Норма существует для того, чтобы было от чего
отклоняться; тогда включается стилистическая игра, Это высшая
культура речи, но – от великого до смешного один шаг. Эти
отклонения у одного – художество, у другого – монстр» (Интервью.
«Мир русского слова», 2002, № 4, с, 20).
6. Ненормы составляют обширное чересполосное поле более и
менее распространённых, достойных, допустимых единиц: «почти
норм», будущих замен действующих; «ограниченных норм» не
претендующих на общеязыковое признание, удовлетворясь властью
в своих сферах – социально-групповых, профессиональных,
географических, возрастных, гендерных; бывших нормами, но
устаревших; разного рода окказионализмов и агнонимов (термин
В.В.Морковкина, обозначающий редкие, малоизвестные слова,
например чьё произношение часто мало известно, а значение
невнятно). Обращение к ним в принципе должно быть именно
обоснованным, а также и разумно умеренным.
Допустимых
параллельных
единиц
выражения,
существующих не как ошибки, но и не в особом – высоком и порой
скучном звании норм, весьма много. Но всё же у них нет постоянной
прописки в общем языке данной эпохи, нет гражданских прав в их
полноте, нет силы общего всепризнанного эталона безоговорочной
правильности. В разные периоды эти измерения существенно
меняются зависимо от настроя социума на новаторство или
консерватизм.
Сейчас, как и в двадцатые годы прошлого века, у нас
царствует либерализм. Тогда он основывался на диалектных и
просторечных
навыках
«новой
советской
интеллигенции»
(определение С.И.Ожегова), а приостановлен был призывами
комсомольцев «грызть гранит науки» (Троцкий) и «учиться, учиться
и учиться» (Ленин); торжество пуризма ознаменовал М.Горький на
Первом съезде писателей; война усилила тягу к консерватизму и
традиционализму. Лишь после неё писатели, а за ними языковеды
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поставили этому тренду диагноз эпидемии «канцелярита»
(К.И.Чуковский), и публика вновь обрела вкус к свободе
новаторства.
Нынешнее новаторское попустительство на иных основах – на
жаргонах и американских образцах одобряют отнюдь не
малограмотные деятели масс-медиа, особо бурно агрессивные
рекламисты. Компютерно-сетевое общение все меньше сводится к
нормам, коммуникативная целесообразность и меняющийся вкус
всесильно владеют текстами, своевольно смешивая в них письмо и
звучание, книжность и разговорность. Самый беспорядок и
неустроенность в обществе размораживают языковые нормы.
Ментальность, взгляды на жизнь нового поколения, отражаются в
самоуправной много- и разноголосице.
Опасно этому безоговорочно радоваться, потому что без
надлежащей оглядки на непоколебимые нормы легко утрачиваются
понятия высокого и низкого, своеобразия учёной книжности и
повседневного быта, строгость общения официоза и однозначность
науки, художественная образность. Борьба за однозначную
устойчивую норму стала казаться бесперспективной суетой, кроме
разве чисто учебных ситуаций. Коварство вольнолюбивоосвободительных устремлений покушается на объединяющую роль
твёрдого канона конкретных слов, форм и других единиц
выражения, который только и способен удержать язык от рыхлости
и
развала,
блюсти
историческую
преемственность,
взаимопонимание, национально-языковое сплочение. Ведь уже
слышны жалобы старших носителей литературного языка,
перестающих понимать младших.
В побеждающей демократии, отторгающей авторитарное
установление и внедрение одномерных норм трудно находить
равнодействующую разных воль и мнений. Преодоление разнобоя в
возведении языковой единицы в ранг нормы сопрягается с
обязанностью,
поступаясь
собственными
навыками,
руководствоваться общим благом. Увы, стало неприемлемым ни
«ласковое принуждение» древних русских книжников, ни тем более
«добровольно-принудительная практика» советских лет.
Новые принципы нормализации пока неведомы, и своеобразной
реакцией на растерянность и сумятицу стали вновь сомнения в
самой идее нормализации. Предлагается, например, различать
нормы первого и второго уровня: кодифицированные и не
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утвержденные записью в общеязыковом масштабе, но часто
употребляемые образованными людьми. По сути это мало чем
отличается от предлагаемой таксономии, признающей гарантом
стабильного единства и развития взаимодействие таксона ненорм с
приоритетным таксоном норм, но неудачно наводит на мысль, будто
литературный стандарт сосуществует параллельно с неким
субстандартом.
Труднее согласиться с набирающей сейчас популярность
концепцией «вариативности норм», которая растворяет их значение
как стражей порядка. Представленная в виде «пучка вариантов»,
норма противоречит интересам школы, дезориентирует ревнителей
культуры языка, учителей, авторов словарей, описательных
грамматик, учебников. Как материал или хотя бы ориентир
правильности, она теряет сингулярность, мешает чтить традицию,
отдавая дань призыву А.С.Пушкина уважать «отеческие гробы».
В её основе лежит безудержное желание (чего, напомним, не
избежал сам А.А.Шахматов) лингвиста-теоретика собрать как
можно больше примеров бурного языкотворчества в надежде, что
их научное изучение поможет познать пути и законы развития
языка и прогнозировать его будущее. Разумеется, это благородное и
нужное дело, особенно в эпохи свободы и антинормализаторства.
Сейчас появились замечательные исследования: авторитетный
лингвист Максим Кронгауз назвал свою содержательную книгу о
нынешней языковой жизни «Русский язык на грани нервного
срыва». Под руководством Виктории Красных в 2011 – 2012 гг. вышли
книги: «Русский язык в условиях культурной полифонии» и
«Полифония большого города». Список полезных и перспективных
исследований нетрудно продолжить.
Однако и учёный, жаждущий привести в известность,
инвентаризовать всё наблюдаемое в языке, не может не понимать,
что есть некая грань, за которой видна гибель литературно
образованного языка. Сходная ситуация излишнего разнобоя в
языке послереволюционных лет прошлого столетия породила
замечательно умную статью А.М.Пешковского «Объективная и
нормативная точка зрения на язык» («Избранные труды». М.-Л.,
1959). Сегодня эта
статья весьма злободневна, потому что
растворение понятия нормы в хитросплетениях теории и истории
делает борьбу за культуру общения бескрылой, тогда как
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сиюминутная ситуация требует, напротив,
торжество расхлябанного неуважения к языку.

дисциплинировать

7. В интересах сплочённого общества, прежде всего его педагогики
необходимо держаться (не без огорчения!) не самых удачных и
нужных с научно-вселенской позиции терминов нормализация,
норма, нормативный, никак не подменяя их исходного сингулярного
понимания. Публике важна определённая правильность, от которой
в случае обоснованного желания можно и отходить.
Нормы – очевидно привносимая категория, если угодно
антиисторическая, но не колеблющаяся, не вариативно и шатко
неопределённая, а оберегающая язык своей строгостью, даже
тормозящая его развитие в литературно культивируемой части.
Обусловленная развитием системы и действием человеческих
факторов, эта категория той же кантианско-шопенгауеровской
парадигмы, что время и пространство, интерпретируемые как
внесённые человеком в миропознание для понимания в пределах его
разума и нужд существа космического мироздания. Потребность
людей для понимания друг друга иметь неподвижный
(исповедальный) канон правильности и стала причиной внесения в
языкопознание нормализации, которая согласовала бы искомую
неподвижность с исторически неостановимой динамикой языкового
океана.
Существеннейшей чертой нормализации выступает поэтому
её синхронность. Вне мифически видимой своей извечности нормы
не достигали бы главной цели – если не служить порядку, то
призывать к нему. «Примирение» нормализации, иллюзорно
воспринимаемой как нечто устойчивое, неизменное, с объективно
непрерывным развитием языка объяснимо понятием синхронии. За
её пределами нормализация (особенно кодификация, то есть
формальная фиксация устанавливаемых ею норм) подравнивается
под диахронически новое состояние языка. Это происходит
сокровенно, вне осознания носителями языка. Нормализация – это
механизм временнОго (и врЕменного!) преодоления вредного для
общения противоречия между неподвижностью и движением.
Синхронию премудро определяют как виртуальный период,
в котором язык остаётся идентичным самому себе. Как кажется,
большей объяснительной силой обладает увязка её с реальным
контактным общением конкретных лиц. Дети и внуки
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непосредственно общаются с родителями и дедами, даже если чтото старших и раздражает в языке младших. Правнуки же если и
общаются с прадедами, то не длительно и не на равных. Переводя
это в исчисление, получаем применительно к нашей стране плюсминус 75 лет.
Перемещение границ этих синхронических рамок означает
завершение мандата действующих норм, оказывающихся как
достояние истории вне поля зрения реально общающихся людей, а
их обновление принимается следующими их генерациями.
Языковеды со сменой поколений увязывают вообще всю динамику
языка, в которой нормализация обеспечивает потребности именно
литературно образованного общего языка, его правильность на
некотором отрезке истории.
К нормам вполне применимы слова Леонида Дербенёва из
песни, спетой незабвенным Олегом Далем:
Призрачно всё в этом мире бушующем.
Есть только миг – за него и держись.
Есть только миг между прошлым и будущим.
Именно он называется жизнь.
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Местоименные игры:
конструкции «не ты ли» и «не я ли» в русском языке
Елена Маркасова, Павел Клюшин
Вводные замечания.
Общеизвестно, что местоименные игры в коммуникации способны
как объединять, так и разъединять адресата и адресанта1.
Элементарными примерами такого воздействия в повседневном
общении являются внезапные переходы от официального «Вы» к
фамильярному «ты», от дружеского «ты» к отстраненноофициальному «Вы», или от «ты» дружеского к «ты» фамильярному.
Местоимения часто позволяют понять, насколько характерны (или
не характерны) для коммуникантов эмпатия, склонность к
манипуляциям или агрессивность.
Не случайно в живой речи так много формул для выражения
реакции адресата на вполне адекватное или абсолютно неадекватное
ситуации использование местоимений: «ты мне не тычь, я тебе не
Иван Кузьмич!», «не надо тыкать по-пролетарски!», «что ты
выкаешь, интеллигенция!», «ишь, разъякался (растыкался)!».
Носителя языка могут раздражать и «якалка», «якаль», «якало» (тот,
кто часто говорит «я»), «тыбик», «тыба» (тот, кому можно сказать
«ты бы…» [Маркасова 2009]), тот, кто привык «тыкать», «якать»,
«выкать», «мыкать». И дело здесь не в речевом этикете, а в том, что
все действия, обозначенные этими глаголами, имеют прямое
отношение к распределению коммуникативных статусов в
непосредственном общении, к установлению дистанции между
Тексты, восходящие к пушкинскому «Пустое вы сердечным ты она, обмолвясь,
заменила…»: «Пустое я сердечным мы она, обмолвясь, заменила, и частнособственной мечты стремленье обновила... ИЛИ пробуждение влюбленного
демократа». // Журнал "Самиздат". Денисенко Геннадий Валентинович. Режим
доступа: zhurnal.lib.ru/d/denisenko_g_w/indextitle.shtml; Пустое "я" сердечным "мы"
сеть, обмолвясь, заменила. "Дельта-Информ" - "СВЕТОФАКТОРИЯ". - Bыпуск 109
Режим доступа: 2 belsu.narod.ru/CBET2/14.htm . Текст, посвященный особенностям
инклюзивного «мы» и опубликованный в ЖЖ под псевдонимом Некто Лукас, имеет
название «Новый шедевр от Некто Лукас Пустое "ты" сердечным "мы" или
наоборот».
1
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коммуникантами [Формановская 1982, Маловицкий 1989, Николаева
1990, Карасик 1992, Норман 2002]. Следовательно, избыток
определенного местоимения в речи адресанта воспринимается
адресатом как покушение на его личное пространство.
Можно на основе анализа местоимений в тексте говорить и о
более тонких проявлениях особенностей поведения, обусловленных
эгоцентрическим
или
альтерэгоцентрическим
сознанием
говорящего или пишущего и их предпочтениями в выборе
местоимений первого или второго лица [Лобачев 1981:23-37].
Чрезвычайно важно при анализе местоимений учитывать
ограничения на оценки различных ситуаций, обусловленных
фактором лица [Вольф 2006:74-77].
Говоря о сложности интерпретации местоимений, частиц,
союзов, Б.Ю.Норман отмечал зависимость семантического
наполнения местоимения МЫ от коммуникативной ситуации и
возможность функционирования этого местоимения в качестве
«базы для определенных психоречевых манипуляций» [Норман
2002:222]. «Употребление местоимения 1-го лица множественного
числа в русских текстах в значительной степени зависит от того,
какое место отводит говорящий в структуре коммуникативного акта
самому себе и собеседнику…» [Норман 2002:224] [см. также Вольф
1974, Человеческий фактор 1992]. Этот тезис можно применить ко
всем личным местоимениям.
В нашей статье речь пойдет лишь об одной конструкции, в
которой личное местоимение является сильноударным опорным
словом: не + я (ты) ли + глагол (имя).
Основным источником материала стал Национальный
корпус русского языка (http://www.ruscorpora.ru/search-main.html),
так как он содержит наиболее полное собрание русскоязычных
текстов в электронной форме, удобной для быстрого и точного
анализа. Выборка сделана по ключевым словам не + личное
местоимение в именительном падеже + ли. Мы не рассматривали
случаи употребления конструкции в начале придаточного
предложения, где ли является союзом 2, и случаи с частицей ль3.
Услышав мою фамилию, доктор осведомился, не я ли тот генерал, который
командовал Железными стрелками. [А. И. Деникин. Путь русского офицера (1953)]
3 Данная конструкция употребляется не только с частицей ли, но и с частицей ль,
которая стоит после слова на гласный и характерна для поэтических текстов [БАС
2007. С. 310]. В поэтическом корпусе соотношение форм не + личное местоимение +
2
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Цель этой статьи – описание
конструкции (как с
глагольными, так и с именными распространителями) в двух
аспектах: коммуникативном и историческом. Исследуемая нами
проблема заключается в следующем: можно ли считать, что
конструкция с местоимением Х служит для выражения
положительных (или отрицательных) эмоций чаще, чем
конструкция с местоимением Y?
Поскольку «в организации художественных текстов нет
ничего, чего не было бы в спонтанной речи» [Мурзин, Штерн,
1991:161], мы считаем возможным видеть в нашем материале
отражения реальных человеческих отношений и сложных
психологических процессов, попытки выражения самооценки и
оценки собеседника, , связанных с видением себя в общении и своих
возможностей в социуме.
1. Общая характеристика материала.
Исследуемая нами конструкция крайне редко встречается в живом
общении 4, но хорошо представлена в литературных текстах, где она
часто
является
средством
имитации
разговорной
речи.
Местоимение, стоящее между частицами не и ли, произносится с
повышением тона. Словари указывают, что частица ли
употребляется для усиления вопросительности и для выражения
сомнения, удивления [Ефремова 2004; Морковкин 2003; Горбачевич
2007].
Безусловным «лидером» (по данным НКРЯ) является
конструкция не ты ли, которая встречается чаще прочих (391), за
нею с большим отставанием следует не он ли (226), не я ли (190), не вы
ли (177), не мы ли, не она ли, не оно ли, не они ли.
Конструкций с личным местоимением в прямом падеже
больше, чем конструкций, содержащих местоимения в косвенных
падежах, как показано на диаграмме 1.

ли и не + личное местоимение + ль значительно отличается от аналогичного
соотношения в основном корпусе. В поэтическом корпусе НКРЯ при местоимениях
она и мы формы с ль преобладают, при местоимениях ты и я составляют почти
50%. В основном корпусе выделяются местоимения ты и я, однако наличие
вариантов с ли (ль) здесь статистически несущественно.
4 В Звуковом корпусе русского языка «Один речевой день» в течение 50 часов звучания
она зафиксирована только один раз.
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Диаграмма 1.

Данные НКРЯ 5 свидетельствуют о том, что «не + личное
местоимение + частица ли» может служить для выражения
разнообразных чувств: и недовольства, и разочарования, и сомнения,
и радости, и искреннего восторга.
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

С ревом, свистом я летаю, Всем верчу, все возмущаю,
Все дрожит передо мной! Так не я ли царь земной? .. И
труда не будет много То на деле доказать! [В. А.
Жуковский. Солнце и Борей : «Солнцу раз сказал
Борей...» (1828)]
Не я ли твердил тебе, что ты до сих пор хотел жить
такою жизнию, какой нет? [И.А. Гончаров.
Обыкновенная история. 1847]
Эмблема Осоавиахима! Не ты ли нам спасала дом?
[Александр Кушнер. Первое впечатление // «Звезда»,
2003]
Не ты ли собирался бросить меня под колеса
бензовоза, сбить машиной? [Игорь Ефимов. Суд да
дело // «Звезда», 2001]

Можно выделить две основные разновидности конструкции
«не + личное местоимение + ли». Во-первых, это риторический

5

Все данные собраны в мае 2012 г.
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вопрос, предполагающий, что ответ известен как адресату, так и
адресанту: это именно Х или это, естественно, не Х
(в
классификации вопросов диалогической речи [Голубева-Монаткина
2004:11] эта конструкция называется «ли-вопрос» 6). Например:
(5)

(6)

Не я ли первый с тремя стариками да с иконами на
Траубенберга шел, а вы все бочком-бочком да возле
стенок? [В. Я. Шишков. Емельян Пугачев. Книга
первая. Ч. 3 (1934-1939)]
Не ты ли уверял меня, что любишь свою мать? [А. Д.
Скалдин. Странствия и приключения Никодима
Старшего (1917)]

Во-вторых, это риторическое восклицание, характеризующее
положение вещей так, как его представляет говорящий:
(7)
(8)

Не я ли говорила тебе, что он только и делает, что деньги
занимает! [И. А. Гончаров. Обрыв (1869)]
― Неужели в наше время это возможно? Я не
понимаю. Она подошла к Дубровскому: ― Не ты ли
брал у Фаи-Маи уроки экзистенциализма! Господи! ―
и вышла, потянув Скворушку за рукав. Оба молчали,
чувствовали себя неловко, Дубровский шел между
ними. [Нина Горланова. Филологический амур (1980)]

Риторический вопрос, как и риторическое восклицание,
предполагают, что значимость собственной позиции очевидна для
адресанта [Москвин 2007:644]. Эмоциональный накал этой
конструкции предполагает возможность ее использования в жанрах
инвективы, индигнации, патопеи. Она может быть и средством
интимизации [Булаховский 1954:455-458] общения.

Ли-вопросы подразделяются на уточняющие, закрытые, альтернативные,
копулятивные, прямые, определенные, пропозициональные, нексус-вопросы
[Голубева-Монаткина 2004:11], но в рамках нашей темы эта классификация пока не
нужна.
6
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3. Не я ли… Голос эгоцентрика.
3.1.Не я ли + глагол
При конструкции не я ли многочисленны глаголы, обозначающие
разные способы передачи информации: писал, известил, назвал,
говорил, настаивал, пророчил, твердил, утверждал и т.п. Среди
проанализированных выделяется группа примеров, в которых
подчеркивается превосходство адресанта над адресатом: адресант
лучше, чем адресат, был осведомлен в каком-то вопросе и
предупреждал своего собеседника о возможных последствиях.
Да и к тому же не я ли сам говорил недавно Бердяеву,
заведшему пьяный разговор о греческих корнях
русского коммунизма, что философию правильнее
было бы называть софоложеством? [Виктор Пелевин.
Чапаев и пустота (1996)]
(10) Не я ли писал в 1909 году, что «падают твердыни
теоретической философии» и что «нечего в них искать
теоретической значимости»?
[Андрей Белый. На
рубеже двух столетий (1929)]

(9)

Обычно говорится об уже свершившемся событии, которого
можно было избежать, если бы знания и советы адресанта были
вовремя использованы. Адресант приписывает себе высокий
коммуникативный статус на основании наличия эксклюзивных
знаний 7. Существенными факторами усиления воздействия на
адресата являются конкретизаторы времени (не я ли месяц назад, не я
ли в прошлом году, не я ли еще вчера и т.п.).
(11) ― Сальские степи, ― зло усмехнулся Корнилов, ― не я
ли месяц назад настаивал на том, чтобы идти именно
туда? [Артем Веселый. Россия, кровью умытая (19241932)]

Аналогичным образом ведет себя местоимение МЫ, служащее в подобных
конструкциях для выражения идеи солидаризации с адресатом («не мы ли с тобой
всех предупреждали») или с незримыми, но существующими союзниками
адресанта («не мы ли вас предупреждали»).
7
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Указание лица, которое должно было получить информацию
(не я ли тебе, не я ли вам, не я ли им, не я ли ему и др.), усиливает
способность
местоимения
я
репрезентировать
позицию
эгоцентризма. Действительно, указание на адресата здесь
избыточно: «Не я ли (тебе, вам, им, ей, ему) говорил» можно заменить
на «не я ли говорил», однако эксплицирование противопоставления Я
- не Я усиливает у адресата чувство собственного несоответствия
общей ситуации.
(12) ― Не я ли говорил тебе, ― сказал протяжно Дубонос, ―
что сей человек стоит всякого почтения и, несмотря на
свою старость, умеет быть любезным первой
молодости. [В. Т. Нарежный. Два Ивана, или Страсть к
тяжбам (1825)]
(13) ― Эх, Нюра, не я ли тебе говорил, что Матюха давнымдавно и думать о тебе перестал? [Г. М. Марков.
Строговы. Кн. 1 (1936-1948)]
Аналогичным образом выражено самоощущение адресата,
если после конструкции следует глагол, обозначающий конкретное
действие в прошлом: (сделал, привел, принес, дал, давал, отсидел,
поработал, обольстил, довершил и пр.) Совершённое в прошлом, оно
либо не привело к желанному результату, либо привело к
неприятным последствиям, которые все-таки воспринимаются как
неожиданность, хотя и были предсказуемы. В этом случае адресант
ориентирован на то, чтобы обратить внимание присутствующих
либо на собственные благородные поступки, не получившие
высокой оценки (14), либо на контраст своих достоинств и чужих
недостатков (15).
(14) Не я ли это врач ваш духовный, не я ли лечил пластырем
кроткого утешения мозоли ваших душ, натёртые
печалями вашей жизни? [Максим Горький. Мои
интервью (1906)]
(15) Не я ли ее с соски выходила, а она со мной чего утворила?
[Владимир Личутин. Вдова Нюра (1973)]
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Верность действий адресанта не была оценена по достоинству, и
описание этих действий теперь должно порождать у адресата
чувство вины (16).
(16) Дом словно глянул на него всеми окнами, послав
мимолетную мольбу о спасении, ― помоги, не я ли
давал тебе некогда приют? [Дмитрий Быков.
Орфография (2002)]
Не я ли служит средством выражения чувства собственного
несовершенства: это риторический вопрос, характерный для
автокоммуникации (17-19):
(17) Лишь человек с чистой душой, с чистыми ногтями и
тетрадями, отличник и хорошист может спокойно
пройти мимо вас, да и то, наверно, вздрогнет и
подумает про себя: а так ли уж я чист, а не я ли на
прошлой неделе обманул самым бессовестным образом
классного руководителя? [Юрий Коваль. Недопесок
(1975)]
(18) Не я ли мешал твоей самоотверженной работе в
лазарете, тащил тебя в дом, гордо заявлял о своем
неумении обращаться с детьми, не желая замечать, что
ведь ты научилась же обращаться с ранеными, что
много потруднее детей. [Л. Н. Андреев. Иго войны
(1916)]
(19) Не я ли мог чаще с умилением смотреть в глаза
очкастому
Николаю
Андреевичу
РимскомуКорсакову? [Ф. И. Шаляпин. Моим детям (1932)]
В прямой коммуникации рефлексия по поводу сделанного
или не сделанного усиливает противостояние Я-говорящего и
прочих участников ситуации (непосредственного адресата,
очевидцев, публику). Аналогичная рефлексия в автокоммуникации
является
знаком
сожаления
или
раскаяния
говорящего.
Конструкция не я ли в автокоммуникации связана с идеей
превосходства очень своеобразно: это раскаяние по поводу
прошлого, встреча со вторым Я. Отметим, что в таких конструкциях
практически не происходит замены первого лица на второе.
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Автокоммуникация
без
свидетелей
всегда
драматична,
автокоммуникация в присутствии третьего лица (публики,
очевидцев, с разной степенью активности участвующих в решении
обсуждаемой проблемы) может стать и агрессивной, и комичной, и
манипулятивной.
3.2.Не я ли + имя существительное (имя прилагательное)
Конструкция не + личное местоимение + имя существительное или
прилагательное представлена в НКРЯ в меньшем объёме, чем её
аналог с глаголом. Было выявлено всего 20 примеров с конструкцией
не я ли + существительное и 5 примеров с конструкцией не я ли +
прилагательное (диаграмма 2); 28 примеров с конструкцией не ты ли +
существительное и лишь 3 примера с конструкцией не ты ли +
прилагательное (диаграмма 3).
В сочетаниях не я ли с именными частями речи явно
выделяются две большие группы. Группа слов, характеризующих
участие адресанта в событиях, о которых идет речь. В этом случае
фигурируют слова вина, причина, помеха, виновный, виноват и т.д.
Диаграмма 2 (по данным основного и поэтического корпусов).
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Диаграмма 3 (по данным основного и поэтического корпусов).

(20) Не я ли виноват в том, что он не приехал? [Н. И.
Голицына. Воспоминания о польском восстании 18301831 (1837)]
(21) Да не я ли уж помеха? Я ведь здесь совсем чужой! [А.
Н. Майков. «Золотой архиепископ...» (1858-1859)]
(22) Но потом, не я ли была причиною, что дело имело такой
мелодраматический вид и привело к такой эффектной
катастрофе? [Н. Г. Чернышевский. Что делать? (1863)]
(23) Не я ли был виною ее погибели? [В. Т. Нарежный.
Российский Жилблаз, или Похождения князя Гаврилы
Симоновича Чистякова (1814)]
(24) Не я ли есмь виной сих тварей бытия? [В. И. Майков.
Суд Паридов : «Премудрым без любви не можно в
свете быть...» (1777)]
(25) И подумала / не я ли причина столь бедственного
положения. [Татьяна Березанцева и др. Старомодная
комедия, к/ф (1978)]
(26) ― Но я хочу знать, чем ты расстроена. Не я ли
причиной? Если ― да, то ты напрасно огорчаешься,
потому что лучшего мужа днем с огнем не найдешь.
[С. М. Степняк-Кравчинский. Андрей Кожухов (1898)]
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Конструкции не я ли + помеха (вина, причина и проч.) часто
используются в автокоммуникации (примеры 20 – 26). Этого нельзя
сказать о случаях распространения конструкции именными частями
речи, обозначающими статус, который, как считает говорящий, не
может быть проигнорирован слушателем. Примеры такого рода в
основном датируются XVIII ― XIX вв., причем во всех случаях
ощущается присутствие воображаемой «публики», которой
приписывается
способность
(или
даже
долженствование)
сочувствовать и симпатизировать говорящему. Театральность
риторического вопроса и риторического восклицания делает
возможным не учитывать степень интимности переживаний и
заявлять о них в форме первого лица8.
(27) Мне действительно приходило иногда на ум: не я ли в
самом деле то лицо, в пользу которого составлено
духовное
завещание
императрицы
Елизаветы
Петровны?
[П. И.Мельников-Печерский.
Княжна
Тараканова и принцесса Владимирская (1867)]
(28) Не я ли царь и бог? Не мне ли честь и дань? [И. А.
Бунин. «На всякой высоте прельщает Сатана...»
(1916.08.26)]
(29) Не мой ли сей венец? Не я ли дщерь Петрова? И россы
моего все требуют покрова. [М. В. Ломоносов. Надпись
на день восшествия на престол ее величества 1753 года,
где ее величество уподобляется Минерве, молниею
поражающей дракона многоглавного: «О древность
славная пречудными делами...» (1753)]
(30) Не я ли ваш государь законный, некогда вами любимый?
[Н. М. Карамзин. История государства Российского:
Том 4 (1808-1820)]
(31) Так не я ли царь земной? .. И труда не будет много То на
деле доказать! [В. А. Жуковский. Солнце и Борей:
«Солнцу раз сказал Борей...» (1828)]

Ср.: «Чем интимнее какое-либо переживание, тем труднее говорящему выставить
его напоказ перед всеми, тем охотнее он облекает его в форму обобщения»,- писал
А.М.Пешковский в 1928 году по поводу замены форм первого лица формами
второго лица [Пешковский 956:375].
8
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(32) Не я ли сам страдалец тот Тантал? [В. К. Кюхельбекер.
«Ты пыльной древности преданья воскресил...» [Два
сонета, 2] (1839)]
Значимое превосходство над говорящим отражено в
примерах (32) и (33), где после апелляции к статусу следует
конкретизированное описание заслуг говорящего.
(32) Не я ли мать ваша? не я ли родила вас? не я ли
вскормила вас сосцами моими? [епископ Игнатий
(Брянчанинов). Отечник (1863)]
(33) Не я ли это врач ваш духовный, не я ли лечил пластырем
кроткого утешения мозоли ваших душ, натёртые
печалями вашей жизни? [Максим Горький. Мои
интервью (1906)]
Рассматривая
эти
примеры,
интересно
домыслить
гипотетическую реакцию публики. Если называется статус, то, как
правило, ожидается реакция «конечно, это ты!», а если
продолжением конструкции являются слова помеха, причина, вина и
т.п., ожидается ответ: «нет, это, конечно, не ты».
Конструкция не я ли, в отличие от не ты ли, очень редко
служит средством выражения самоиронии, но и такие примеры
можно обнаружить:
(34) Эге, ге!.. — подумал про себя Аркадий, и тут только
открылась ему на миг вся бездонная пропасть
базаровского самолюбия. — Мы, стало быть, с тобой
боги? то есть — ты бог, а олух уж не я ли?
[И.C. Тургенев. Отцы и дети (1862)]
(35) ― Ночь, день и очи Зинаиды Павловны, будьте столь
великодушны: сообщите, не я ли сей счастливец! [М. П.
Арцыбашев. Санин (1902)]
Автокоммуникация, характерная для
местоимением я, объясняет преобладание
коннотации над отрицательной (диаграмма 4).
психологический фактор: человек склонен
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собственные ошибки, до последнего отстаивать правоту, личные
убеждения.
Диаграмма 4 (по данным основного и поэтического корпусов).

4. Не ты ли… Путь к конфронтации.
4.1. Не ты ли + глагол
Мы уже говорили, что местоимения второго лица используются в
конструкции не + личное местоимение + ли чаще прочих, причем ты
чаще, чем вы. Материал, датируемый концом XVIII – началом XX
века показывает, что не ты ли может быть и элементом хвалы, и
элементом хулы.
(36) Не ты ли света Бог прекрасный, Пришел с небес на
землю вновь Торжествовать любовь? [Г. Р. Державин.
К Каллиопе: «Сойди, бессмертная, с небес...»
(1792.10.31)]
(37) Не ты ли вполз мне в сердце хитрым змеем, И,
никаких не уважая прав, Не сам ли ты и гнусен, и
лукав? [В. И. Соколовский. (Из драматической поэмы
«Хеверь»): «Но передай вторую просьбу мне...» (18341836)]
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Однако со временем происходят изменения: увеличивается
количество примеров, в которых конструкция служит средством
выражения частной претензии или общего недовольства
деятельностью адресата. Адресант возмущен, разочарован,
обескуражен.
(38) ― Да помилуй, не ты ли сулил мне не только довезти
меня до Москвы, но и пристроить к месту? [В. И. Даль.
Бедовик (1839)]
(39) Да не ты ли боялся, чтоб она не прислала за тобой? не
ты ли просил помочь? а теперь встревожился, что она,
расставаясь с тобой, не умирает с тоски. [И. А.
Гончаров. Обыкновенная история (1847)]
(40) ― «Бога нет, царя не надо, губернатора убьем», ―
сказал я. ― Не ты ли это сочинение сочинил? ― Что?
[Андрей Лазарчук, Михаил Успенский. Посмотри в
глаза чудовищ (1996)]
(41) Не ты ли забрала у Доры кое-какие вещи «по ошибке».
[Письмо тетке на Украину (1960)]
(42) Не ты ли прислала мне гневных детей: И Феба, и дочь
Артемиду? [А. Н. Апухтин. Ниобея : «Над трупами
милых своих сыновей...» (1867)]
В конструкциях не ты ли + глагол точно так же, как в
описанных в 3.1. конструкциях не я ли + глагол, характеризуются
действия, совершённые в прошлом. Наполнение же конструкций с я
и ты существенно различается: в описаниях действий ты чаще
используется стилистически окрашенная лексика, или лексика с
«внутренней образностью», порождающие моментальные реакции,
складывающиеся из однозначной оценки (положительной или
отрицательной) и яркого зрительного образа. Например: исцелил,
указал, воззвал, покинул, уверял, толковал, стибрил, ведал, щелкал,
утопил, уволок, ободряла, сразил, поджег, неволил, отвергнул, презрел,
измыслил, вознес, пропел, совлекла, оживишь, окрылишь, вразумлял,
замочил, ухлопала, украла, изрекала, нагородил, взывал, и пр.
(43) Грызунову следовало бы сейчас же удовлетворить
сердитого старика новым платком, а он, вместо того,
предпринял следствие: стал подходить к гостям,
засматривать им в глаза, как бы спрашивая: не ты ли
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стибрил? [М. Е. Салтыков-Щедрин. Письма к тетеньке
(1881-1882)]
(44) Не Ты ли один, ― шептал он, ― ведал, что выше в этой
туманной, таинственной жизни, что выше: любовь ли к
истине или любовь к человеку!.. [Н. П. Вагнер. Сказки
Кота-Мурлыки (1872)]
Очевидна поляризация оценок: от абсолютно отрицательной
до безусловно положительной, чего не было в характеристиках
действий самого адресанта в 3.1. Нет и преобладания глаголов
передачи информации (как в конструкциях с не я ли). Среди 360
примеров не ты ли всего в 30 – глагол говорил (говорила).
В оценках действий второго лица есть удивительная
определенность (хорошо и плохо), выражаемая экспрессивно
окрашенной лексикой чаще, чем в описаниях первого лица
(примеры 45 – 47). Этот факт можно считать формой проявления
эгоцентризма говорящего, который не скупится на характеристики
адресата,
но
проявляет
крайнюю
сдержанность
в
автохарактеристиках.
Еще одно отличие заключается в том, что в конструкциях с не
ты ли перед глаголом часто следует риторическое обращение –
характеристика адресата.
(45) Всё, чем живу, что есть в душе Святых и чистых грез, Не
ты ли, светлый гений мой, Для жизни мне принес. [М.
Л. Михайлов. «Всегда, везде ты, друг, со мной...» (18631864)]
(46) Сам ее так уважаю, что думаю: не ты ли, проклятая, и
землю и небо сделала? [Н. С. Лесков. Очарованный
странник (1873)]
(47) Уж не ты ли, хлюст, тут волшебствами этими
жеребячими (sic! – К.П.,М.Е.) занимался? [Саша
Черный. Солдатские сказки / Катись горошком (1932)]
В тех контекстах, где говорящий «разоблачает» адресата,
конструкция сопровождается обращениями милый, друг мой и т.п., а
также диминутивами (голубчик, дружок, дружочек и т.п.).
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(48) Милый, не ты ли был таким врагом европейской
мещанской культуры, не ты ли так боялся, что в твоей
могучей пустыне через сто лет на каждом шагу будут
предлагать в ресторанах чай с сахаром и кофе со
сливками? [М. М. Пришвин. Дневники (1921)]
(49) Это не ты ли, дружище, и поджег мою солому, а? [С. Н.
Сергеев-Ценский. Движения (1909-1910)]
(50) Не ты ли, любезная сабая, еще сутки назад клялась мне,
что никаких сведений о роде, местопребывании,
предках почтенного Ондры не существует в природе?
[Марина Дяченко, Сергей Дяченко. Магам можно все
(2001)]
Негативная коннотация, характерная для конструкций не ты
ли, традиционна для публицистики и художественной литературы.
Однако в поэзии эта конструкция в основном служит для
положительной оценки адресата, причем примеры датируются
концом XIX – первой третью XX века 9. Все поэтические тексты,
включающие не ты ли, описывают высокие переживания, а
наиболее
распространенной
можно
признать
семантику
восторженного узнавания, прозрения, драматического избавления
от сомнений.
(51) Это не ты ли дал пистолет, порох и эти круглые пули?
[В. И. Нарбут. Сириус: «Ангел зимний, ты умер. /
Звезда…» (1912-1915)]
(52) Мертвый, живой ― я чуял: / потом пел и кадил надо
мною схимник, пел и кадил, улыбался ртом, ― это не
ты ли, мой ангел зимний? [В. И. Нарбут. Сириус :
«Ангел зимний, ты умер. / Звезда…» (1912-1915)]
См., например, тексты: А. Блок «Неведомому богу» (Не ты ли душу оживишь?),
«Не ты ль в моих мечтах, певучая, прошла...» (1901), «Твое лицо мне так знакомо...»
(1908), В. И. Иванов. Китоврас : «Колобродя по рудам осенним...» (1907), М. А.
Кузмин. «Сколько раз тебя я видел...» [Маяк любви, 2] (1911-1912), З. Н. Гиппиус.
«Как незаметно из-под пыли...» (1918)М. Н. Зенкевич. «Дороги, какой поживы
ища...» (1916-1924), В. Шершеневич «Бродяга страстей» (1923), Эллис
(Л.Кобылинский) «Рыцарь бедный» (1905-1913), Д. С. Мережковский. «Я всех любил,
и всех забыли...» (1908) Б. А. Садовской. «В твоих стихах мое трепещет детство...»
(1935), И. Бродский Большая элегия Джону Донну (1963).
9
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(53) О, первая любовь, не ты ли любовь последняя моя? [З. Н.
Гиппиус. «Как незаметно из-под пыли...» [Любовь, 4]
(1918)]
(54) Не ты ли тайный страх сердечный совлекла С отвагою
мужей и с нежностью девицы? [А. А. Блок. «Не ты ль в
моих мечтах, певучая, прошла...» (1901.07.08)]
(55) Я помню ночь, тепло кроватки, Лампадку в сумраке
угла И тени от цепей лампадки… Не ты ли ангелом
была? <1906 ― 1911> [И. А. Бунин. Матери : «Я помню
спальню и лампадку...» (1906-1911)]
(56) скрипит песок в аллее! Уж не ты ли, милый друг? Щеки
пламенем алеют, В сердце радость и испуг. [М. А.
Кузмин. Ожидание : «Сердце, биться так не надо...»
(1910-1930)]
В поэтических примерах, выражающих укор или сожаление,
нет ни тени раздраженности или досады, характерных для
прозаических примеров более позднего периода.
(57) И снится Иакову сладостный час: Прозрачный
источник долины, Веселые взоры Рахилиных глаз И
голос ее голубиный: Иаков, не ты ли меня целовал И
черной голубкой своей называл? [А. А. Ахматова. Рахиль:
«И встретил Иаков в долине Рахиль...» (1921.12.25)]
Особенно ярко коннотативные отличия в конструкциях не ты
ли проявляются при сопоставлении текстов, датируемых XVIII –
первой половиной XIX века с текстами, созданными во второй
половине XX века. В XVIII – первой половиной XIX века конструкция
чаще служила и для выражения эмоционального подъема,
позитивной оценки адресата и его действий, чем для выражения
негодования. В XX веке не ты ли становится знаком негативной
коннотации в прозе: это средство речевого манипулирования или
агрессии 10. Исключением являются поэтические тексты.
Редкий пример патетического «не ты ли» находим у Е.Попова: ― Ну и что, что
ты из Сибири? ― не сдавался мужик. ― Я тоже кантовался в Сибири восемь лет, но
до сих пор не потерял идеалов. Все были в Сибири! Друг ты мой! Мексиканский ты
мой цыган! Не ты ли торговал конями по донским степям? Не ты ли водил медведя по
ярмаркам, вдев ему в нос железное кольцо? Не тебя ли вешала и жгла советская ЧеКа да

10
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Отметим, что риторический вопрос, адресованный себе и
содержащий местоимение второго лица, является редкостью в
нашем материале.
(58) Я говорю себе: Мик Тингсмастер, не ты ли отец этих
красивых вещичек? [М. С. Шагинян. Месс-Менд, или Янки в
Петрограде (1923-1924)].
Это значит, что описываемой конструкции почти не
коснулась практика замены первого лица на второе, описанная
А.А.Шахматовым: «Говорящий, проявляя свою личность, говорит в
1-м лице; но уходя в себя, в свои воспоминания, в свои внутренние
переживания, естественно прибегает ко второму лицу, делая себя
объектом своей речи» [Шахматов 1941:73] «2-е лицо в этом случае
вызывает представление о 1-м лице. Происхождение оборота
обязано, вероятно, именно тому, что картина прошлого
воскрешается перед мысленным взором самого говорящего,
обращающегося к себе как ко второму лицу» [Шахматов 1941:73]
4.2. Не ты ли +имя существительное, имя прилагательное
Среди конструкций не ты ли + имя нет ни одного примера со
словами помеха, причина, вина, виноват, виновен и т.п., как это было в
конструкциях с местоимением первого лица.
(59) Не ты ли ― гений древних стран, Не ты ли ― сила душ
свободных, О доблесть, дар благих небес; Героев мать,
вина чудес, Не ты ль прославила Катонов, От
Катилины Рим спасла И в наши дни всегда была
Опорой твердою законов! [К. Ф. Рылеев. Гражданское
мужество : «Кто этот дивный великан...» (1823)]
(60) Бородач Денис Караваев с бельмом на правом глазу,
подойдя вплотную к Ереминой Курице, тихо
проговорил: ― Не ты ли хозяин умета будешь? ― Я

фашистская гестапа? Друг ты мой! Я - человек черный, хоть и не эфиоп, но даже я...
Я даже кожей своей татуированной чувствую: ты ― человек, и, следовательно, ты
мне брат. И он заплакал, и он крепко обнял меня. (Евгений Попов Феномен (к
вопросу о богатстве и чистоте русского литературного языка))
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самый. [В. Я. Шишков. Емельян Пугачев. Книга первая.
Ч. 3 (1934-1939)]
(61) Не ты ли ― мост, не ты ли ― первый след По океану
правды зыбкой? [А. А. Бестужев-Марлинский. Череп:
«Кончины памятник безгробной!..» (1828)]
В примерах с не ты ли + имя названный статус является
основанием для гордости и похвалы (59), для прогнозирования
поведения адресата или давления на него (60) или становится знаком
надежды и радости узнавания (61). Поэтому конструкция с именной
частью чаще имеет положительную коннотацию (диаграмма 5).
Диаграмма 5 (по данным основного и поэтического корпусов).

В примерах с не ты ли + имя состав распространителей
конструкции отличается разнообразием: тот самый человек, храбрый
мой герой, не ты ли отец, не ты ли (был) враг, не ты ли (будешь) пчелой,
не ты ли радость и счастье, не ты ли король, не ты ли (была) рабой, не
ты ли этот негодяй, не ты ли чудак, не ты ли счастья, славы сын, не ты
ли заблудшее чадо и др. На этом фоне распространители конструкции
не я ли выглядят очень бедно.
Конструкции с именной частью (как с местоимением я, так и
с местоимением ты) в письменной и устной речи представлены
весьма скудно (диаграмма 6).
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Диаграмма 6 (по данным основного и поэтического корпусов).

Это объяснимо: адресанту чаще важнее указать на
определённые
действия
адресата,
которые
привели
к
определённому событию (чаще неблагоприятному для адресанта). И
для выражения такого смыслового спектра уместнее использование
конструкции с глагольной частью, помогающей более точно
охарактеризовать действие собеседника.
Заключение
В особенностях включения местоимений в речь воплощается
психологическое состояние говорящего и его коммуникативная
идентичность: Я – какой? Я прав или виноват? Я противопоставляю
или не противопоставляю себя собеседнику? Я доволен или не
доволен собой?
В результате проведенной нами работы было установлено,
что конструкции с местоимением я в коммуникативном плане менее
конфронтационны, чем их аналоги с местоимением ты. При этом
их способность поднимать говорящего над слушателем – верный
признак эффективности «принципа не-кооперации» (термин
Т.М.Николаевой [Николаева 2003]). Если оценивать картину в целом,
то в основном положительная оценка всего, что делаю я, оказывается
противопоставлена в основном отрицательной оценке того, что
делаешь ты. Эти данные коррелируют с данными, полученными
при анализе отношения к ябикам и тыбикам (ябик смешон – тыбик
мерзок), якалкам и тыкалкам (якалка – человек с завышенной
самооценкой, а тыкалка – необразованный хам).
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Риторические вопросы и восклицания, проанализированные
в статье, выглядят как средства снижения категоричности оценки
качеств адресата или его действий. Однако это очень коварное
средство: прямая обращенность к собеседнику, сопровождающаяся
изменением частоты основного тона местоимения, обретение
местоимением
статуса
сильноударного
опорного
слова
продиктованы
осознаваемым
правом
адресанта
на
противопоставление ты и я позиций, что может стать
конфликтогенным фактором в живом общении. Вопрос, как и
восклицание, уже содержит намёк на ожидаемую реакцию адресата,
который вынужден либо согласиться с адресантом, либо безропотно
ему внимать.
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Key Indicators of Language Impact on
Identity Formation in Belarus
Tony Brown
I. Introduction
In 1986, a group of 28 intellectuals from Belarus wrote the following brief
letter to then-General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev: “Language is the
soul of a nation, the supreme manifestation of its cultural identity, the
foundation of its true spiritual life. A nation lives and flourishes in
history while its language lives. With the decline of the language, culture
withers and atrophies, the nation ceases to exist as a historical organism”
(Letters to Gorbachev, 1987).
Such sentiments regarding language and identity likewise
resonate with scholars such as Helen Fedor (1995), for whom language
and identity are inseparable sociocultural components, primordial in
their relationship rather than acquired or developed. According to Fedor,
a threat to language choice qualifies as a threat to one’s existence
individually and collectively. Other scholars play down the inherently
identific role of language by claiming that language plays an
instrumental role and can be learned or activized when needed
(Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000). Yet even as a tool, Skutnabb-Kangas argues
that language “cannot, by definition, be a neutral, ‘objective’,
disencumbered tool. It is always interpretative and subjective, regardless
of whether those using it know or admit it or not. It is both a tool for
domination and a tool for change and self-determination. Language is
creating and willing the world.” Language as a change agent or means of
admitting one into multiple communities resonates strongly with the
writings of C. Wright Mills (1956), who pointed out that “to have power
requires access to major institutions, for the institutional positions men
occupy determine in large part their chances to have and hold these
valued experiences.”
Laitin (1998) describes what he views as two fundamental types
of identity: personal identity, i.e. gender and race, which he claims
remain fixed, unlike social identity that changes frequently, thus
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enabling one to adopt an identity regardless of genetic, physiological, or
historical factors. Conversely, Eckert (2000) and Eckert and McConnellGinet (2003) argue that gender ideologies, which continually undergo
transformation, largely dictate what language a child learns.
Accordingly, the authors call into question gender as representing a fixed
and immutable type of identity. Taking the matter one step further,
identity formation, according to Dandaneu and Falcone (1998),
presupposes identity abandonment; in other words, divulging oneself of
identific norms altogether, e.g., “a home, neighborhood, city or nation,”
and, subsequently, exposing oneself entirely to the vicissitudes of the
world.
A more centrist approach to interpreting social identity than that
advanced by Dandaneu and Falcone comes from Norton (1997), who
defines social identity as “the relationship between the individual and
the larger social world, as mediated through institutions such as families,
schools, workplaces, social services, and law courts.” Mediation as such
invariably requires a common language (verbal or non-verbal), a means
of transference and dissemination of ideas and information that serve to
define oneself within a broader cultural context.
One finds a salient example of language interfacing with identity
formation and arguably, identity loss in the Eastern European context of
Belarus. The researcher concurs with Jernudd and Das Gupta’s (1971)
assessment of language as a societal resource, which acquires importance
in proportion to the “identific values” that members of a speech
community grant it. Accordingly, Belarus’ sociolinguistic atmosphere
bodes well for Russian, but acute for Belarusian. Today, native speakers
of Belarusian find themselves in the position of representing a cultural
titular minority struggling to preserve identific autonomy by promoting,
as Williams (1997) points out, their national culture, including its
language and social institutions. Clearly, opinions differ widely
regarding what determines or constitutes identity; however in the
context of Eastern Europe―and Belarus in particular―matters of
language and identity sound a recurring theme throughout history,
which theme reflects the thrust of the present research under
consideration. Specifically, this research seeks to examine the degree to
which language impacts individual and collective identity formation by
addressing the following questions:
• Do respondents disproportionately prefer Belarusian to Russian
as their native language versus their mother tongue? If so, how is
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one to account for these differences between linguistic selfidentification and actual language behavior?
Do respondents report to have concerns for the future of
Belarusian and, if so, to what extent does concern translate into
practical steps aimed at curbing language attrition in successive
generations?
Does choice of language, i.e., Belarusian versus Russian,
demonstrate a gender preference?
To what extent does internal language discourse in the form of
reading literature reflect external language discourse, such as
conversational language with friends?
Does one type of
discourse more than the other provide a realistic representation of
current language usage in Belarus?
Does choice of language vary significantly from domain to
domain, e.g., Belarusian and/or Russian when conversing with
friends versus with co-workers and associates in one’s sphere of
employment?
To what extent do Belarusian and Russian differ prestige-wise for
respondents?

II. Historical Background
2.1 Political Developments in Belarus
Historically, language policy has played a significant role in the political,
social, and economic development of Belarus, particularly in the 20th
century. The New Economic Policy (NEP), implemented in 1921,
officially ended the regimental atmosphere of war communism and
ushered in an era of liberal policies, including the 1921 policy of
korenizatsiia, or indigenization. Korenizatsiia had a two-fold purpose: “the
creation of national élites (affirmative action) and the promotion of local
national languages to a dominant position in the non-Russian territories
(linguistic korenizatsiia) (Martin, 2001). The founding of the Institute of
Belarusian Culture in 1921 played an important role in implementing the
objectives of Lenin’s policy of korenizatsiia relative to the Belarusian
language and culture.
As one of its principle objectives, the institute sought the
“perfection of the Belarusian literary language” (Lubachko, 1972). The
original plan of Belarusification that the Central Executive Committee of
the BSSR submitted to Moscow called for the following measures: “1)
introduction of the Belarusian language in the elementary, secondary,
249
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and advanced schools, 2) introduction of Belarusian as an official
language in the Party, society, trade union, cooperative, and other
organizations of the BSSR, and 3) use of the Belarusian language by all
town and village populations” (Ibid.). The Central Executive Committee
of the BSSR banned the use of Russian from courts, offices and, to a
limited degree, homes.
By 1928, four Belarusian institutions of higher learning, six
workers’ colleges, 30 technical institutes, 34 trade schools, 13 factory
schools, seven technical schools, 277 eight-year public schools, 4,585 fouryear public schools, and many other grammar schools and centers of
learning operated in East Belarus (Vakar, 1956).
Just as the NEP symbolized the relaxation of control and the
beginning of a national revival, the inauguration of the first five-year
plan in 1928 marked the beginning of a return to greater centralized
regulation of language and increasingly oppressive top-down policies
issued by the Kremlin. Local nationalism rather than Great Power
Chauvinism (suggesting Russian chauvinism in the minority republics)
became the “greatest-danger principle” (Martin, 2001). Issues pertaining
to national self-determination, such as language policy, subsequently
deferred to the All-Union demands of the five-year plans that
symbolized the building of a union of nations, which transcended
borders and individual nationalities. Thus, what Soviet authorities
claimed in the 1930s was a policy of “Internationalism” could perhaps
more accurately be described today as a policy of “Russification.”
Stalin’s nationalities policy, dubbed as “national in form, socialist
in content” (Ibid.) yielded to the military-driven Russification policy of
the immediate pre-war and wartime years and beyond. 1 Mobilization of
the multi-ethnic Soviet army during World War II required absolute
conformity to a single lingua franca for purposes of information
dissemination. Thereafter, remnants of nationalist sentiment succumbed
either willingly or under duress to socialist demands, contributing to
what could be termed a policy of socialist in form and socialist in content.
Post-World War II Belarus witnessed a mass exodus from the
villages to the heavily Russified urban centers, where large-scale
industrialization projects offered work opportunities and improved
According to Martin (2001), Stalin originally formulated the phrase as “proletarian in
content” and retained its usage until June 1930, when he shifted to the canonical “socialist
in content.”
1
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living conditions. The influx of workers from the countryside to the
urban areas coupled with enormous losses in the Jewish population due
to emigration contributed to a resurgence of the Belarusian language in
cities. According to census data from 1959, the percentage of Belarusians,
urban and rural, who claimed Belarusian as their native language rose to
93.0%, 77.5% representing the urban population specifically (Guthier).
However, improvements in the socio-economic and political standing of
Belarusian were short-lived, particularly in the capital of Minsk, as
evidenced by census data from 1970, indicating that 54.5% of the
population in Minsk reported Russian as their native language (Guthier).
Statistics from 1984 indicate that Belarusians ranked last (15th) among
union republics in members of the population capable of speaking their
native language. Speakers of Belarusian made up 74.2% of the
population, whereas in Russia, 99.9% of the population spoke Russian
and in Ukraine 85.9% spoke Ukrainian (State Administration of Statistics,
1985).
Universities and other institutions of higher education in Belarus
played a vital role in preserving Belarusian during the Soviet era.
Unsurprisingly, efforts aimed at restoring the prestige and functionality
of Belarusian during Perestroika and Glasnost emanated from members
of the Belarus intelligentsia. Years of intense Russification policies,
however, seriously hampered efforts by members of the intelligentsia to
alter the sociolinguistic landscape in favor of Belarusian language and
culture despite passage of the January 1990 language law declaring
Belarusian the sole state language of the country.
Following the unsuccessful Kremlin coup in August 1991, Belarus
reluctantly declared independence from the Soviet Union—undoubtedly
a decision which, as Mark Beissinger (2002) points out, stemmed mainly
from external pressure rather than internal mobilization of nationalist
sentiment. Polls from 1993 indicate that “less than twenty-five percent of
Belarusians knew their native tongue well and less than fifty percent
were willing to promote the knowledge of it” (Gapanovich). Resentment
on the part of governmental officials towards the 1990 language law also
fueled an already heated presidential election in 1994.
Less than a year after being elected president of Belarus,
Alaksandr Lukashenka sponsored a referendum in May 1995 that gave
the citizens of Belarus the “choice” of maintaining a Belarusian-only
language policy or granting Russian co-official language status alongside
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Belarusian. 2 The subsequent adoption of a Belarusian-Russian dual
language policy significantly impeded Belarusification efforts, in that it
enabled Russian to “compete” once again with Belarusian in official
spheres. Since Russian had long enjoyed a privileged position in Belarus,
the playing field for this competition was hardly a level one. But the
situation in Belarus is not characterized simply by a binary choice
between two resident languages.
2.2 Language Use and Language Choice in Belarus
The use of mixed speech, i.e., Belarusian mixed with Polish, Russian, and
Ukrainian, further complicates matters of language maintenance in
Belarus. 3 Some members of the Belarus intelligentsia oppose the dual
language policy on the grounds that it encourages mixed speech, thus
diluting people’s command of Belarusian and Russian and desensitizing
them to the correctness of their language usage. Negative judgments
such as a “disgusting creature of Soviet assimilation,” a “perversion of
the language system,” or a “Creolised pseudo-language,” characterize an
overt disdain, particularly from Belarus’ intelligentsia community,
toward the mixed form of speech (Ioffe). Yet beyond the linguistic and
cognitive difficulties presented by mixed speech, opponents assert that
trasianka also fosters mixed identity, thus potentially jeopardizing
individual and collective Belarusian ethnic identity.
Regarding the relationship between trasianka and identity, Curt
Woolhiser (2001) writes, “The preference for what is termed ‘mixed
speech’ (meaning mixed Belarusian-Russian), rather than traditional
dialect, standard Belarusian or standard Russian, in in-group interaction
can be interpreted as an expression of a hybrid cultural identity.” As
Alexandra Goujon (1999) notes with regards to language and identity,
“For Belarusian nationalists, language represents, both symbolically and
ethnically, the nation. ‘National unity’ is then intrinsically linked to
language.” According to this view, national unity comes under attack
Participants in the May 1995 referendum responded to the following question: “Do you
agree with granting the Russian language equal status with Belarusian?” Due to the
manipulative phrasing of the question, which undermines its reliability as an accurate
indicator of public opinion, the researcher chose not to use such data when assessing
language choice and utilization in Belarus.
3 In this article the term “mixed speech” refers specifically to a type of Creole pejoratively
referred to by nationally oriented intellectuals in Belarus as trasianka (literally a mixture
of hay and straw).
2
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when an outside language receives equal status with the national
language and mixing of the two languages occurs. But what of the
numerous examples of symbiotic language mixing in other cultures—
what makes the situation of Belarus different? Belarusian history
presents a recurring pattern of the native language functioning as a
medium of opposition. Such was the case during tsarist times, during the
Soviet era, and most recently during the presidential tenure of Alaksandr
Lukashenka. The use of Belarusian, especially in certain domains,
signifies defiance of central political authority. The current political
ideology favors unification with Russia―not only economically but
culturally in the form of language sharing. Thus, a symbiotic relationship
between two languages cannot begin to exist when native language
usage calls into question one’s political allegiance.
Data from the 1999 census in Belarus shed light on the current
demographics of the country, including the relationship between
responses to the questions of nationality and native language. According
to census data, the population of Belarus totals 10,045,000 persons. Of
that number, 6,961,000 persons (69%) live in urban centers, whereas
3,084,000 persons (31%) live in rural regions. Of the urban dwellers, twothirds live in 15 cities with populations that exceed 100,000 persons
(Narodnaia gazeta, 1999).
The census reports that more than 130 nationalities reside in
Belarus. Those participating in the census responded to the question of
nationality (национальность) according to their own understanding of
the terminological meaning; adults indicated the nationality of their
children (Ibid.), as shown in Figure 1. 4
According to census results, 81.0% of the population self-identify
as Belarusian; 11.0% as Russian; ~4.0% as Polish; 2.0% as Ukrainian; and
0.3% as Jewish (Natsional’naia ekonomicheskaia gazeta, 2000).
Approximately 82.0% of responses to the question of native language
(родной язык) cited in the census correspond with individuals’ selfreported nationality. In addition to questions of native language and
nationality, respondents reported the language(s) they usually speak at
home. Census figures indicate that 3,683,000 persons (37.0%) claimed to
speak Belarusian at home (На каком языке Вы обычно разговариваете
Natsional’naia ekonomicheskaia gazeta. (5 April 2000). “Chislennost’ i osnovnye
sotsial’no-demograficheskie kharakteristiki naseleniia RB po dannym perepisi 1999g.,” (p.
10).
4
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дома?), of which 3,373,000 persons (92.0%) are of Belarusian nationality.
Interestingly, 6,308,000 persons claimed to speak Russian at home
(63.0%), of which 4,783,000 (76.0%) are of Belarusian nationality (Ibid.).
Figure 1: Nationalities Cited in 1999 Census
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As indicated by the above census figures, speakers of Belarusian at home
represent a minority in Belarus, although they overwhelmingly selfidentify as Belarusian. Such a phenomenon also applies to speakers of
Russian at home, over three-quarters of whom (76.0%) self-identify as
Belarusian, hence, the disparity between respondents’ language(s)
usually spoken at home and their self-reported nationality. Analogously,
census figures reveal the disparity between respondents’ language(s)
usually spoken at home and their self-reported native language.
III. Methodology
3.1 Regions Investigated
Data used in this research were collected in three urban centers in
Belarus: Minsk, Grodno, and Vitebsk. 5 Each city has a distinctive history
from both a geographical and linguistic standpoint. In an effort to
Funding for this research was made possible through grants from the American
Councils for International Education and Bryn Mawr College Graduate School of Arts
and Sciences.
5
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identify participants’ language choice and characterize possible
utilization patterns, the researcher developed a questionnaire modeled
after those employed by Camelot Marshall (2000) in Ukraine and William
Rivers (2003) in Kazakhstan.
3.2 Data Gathering
The researcher arranged for three local university students from Minsk to
administer the questionnaire under the auspices of European Humanities
University. All three fieldworkers administered the questionnaire in
Minsk; one of them traveled with the researcher to Grodno and Vitebsk
for the same purpose. The fieldworkers administered questionnaires to
students congregated in halls near classrooms during the week of final
exams. They also asked students entering and exiting campus buildings
to respond to the questionnaire. The data presented here represent selfreports from 559 Belarusian students born in Belarus, attending eight
different institutions of higher education. The responses received from 85
students born outside of Belarus were not included.
Due to the strong political and nationalist sensitivities associated
with speaking Belarusian in public domains, those administering the
questionnaire approached potential survey participants in Russian,
currently the unmarked form of speech, in order to avoid introducing
bias in the administration of the survey instrument. Upon consenting to
participate in the study, each participant was free to choose to answer the
questionnaire in either Belarusian or Russian.
Respondents were mainly young (18-21) and received the bulk of
their education subsequent to Belarus declaring independence in 1991.
3.3 Data Re-coding
The format of the questionnaire allowed participants to indicate multiple
categories, thus necessitating re-coding of the data for statistical analysis.
As a rule, the researcher recorded each response as indicated on the
questionnaire. Only after coding the data and analyzing it did the
researcher re-code portions for practical reasons. Answers provided for
the question of languages in one’s personal library consisted of the
following: 1) only in Belarusian, 2) majority in Belarusian, 3) in
Belarusian and Russian languages, 4) majority in Russian, and 5) only in
Russian. Instead of limiting their responses to one of the choices
provided, participants occasionally marked two or more choices, often
similar, but distinctly coded all the same. The researcher re-coded mixed
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responses as follows: 1) majority in Belarusian, in Belarusian and Russian
→ majority in Belarusian, 2) majority in Russian, only in Russian → only
in Russian, and 3) Belarusian and Russian, majority in Russian →
majority in Russian. The above method of re-coding emphasizes the
stronger of two responses, only versus majority or majority versus no
statement of majority.
Similarly, respondents occasionally marked multiple answers
when answering the question, “When you relax, in what language do
you prefer to read books?” (Когда Вы отдыхаете, на каком языке Вы
предпочитаете читать книги?). Answers provided in the questionnaire
consisted of 1) in Belarusian, 2) in Russian, and 3) in Belarusian and
Russian equally. Multiple responses from participants resulted in
redundancy, thus prompting the re-coding of data in order to consolidate
like responses. Statistical analyses reflect the following re-codings: 1) in
Russian, in Belarusian and Russian equally → in Belarusian and Russian
equally, and 2) in Belarusian, in Russian → in Belarusian and Russian
equally.
IV. Key Concepts
4.1 Native Language
Davies (2003) points out that the term “native language” has historical
and linguistic ties to the cognate naїf (Old French) meaning “natural,
with the sense of not being able to help it.” Such a definition extends to
accommodate changing identities, i.e., adoption of individuals into a new
group, with the caveat that one successfully demonstrate to the old and
new groups “that the natural and the naїf are in harmony, that as well as
consciously adopting the new group, at the same time one can’t help it,
that the adoption is without apparent effort” (Ibid.).
Fieldwork conducted by Marshall (2000) among Kyivan youth
and Rivers (2003) among university-age students in Kazakhstan suggests
a strong correlation between the concepts of native language and
ethnicity. Miroslav Hroch (1999) discusses the relationship between
native language and ethnicity in relation to the word “nation.”
The English “nation” is defined by its relation to the state,
whereas, for example, the Czech “narod” is defined by its relation
to the ethnicity. For this reason, the transformation of an ethnic
identity to a national one is, in Slavic languages (with perhaps the
exception of Polish), understood as a change, a “process” inside
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one and the same entity, whereas in English it means two
different qualities. This semantic difference also explains why
language (ethnically defined identity) played such an important
role in Eastern Europe in comparison to the national movements
in the English-speaking world—Ireland and Scotland.
Similarly, Dan Davidson (2004) demonstrates in his research dealing
with word associations among Russian and American college-age
students that the same word when translated into Russian and English
can resonate with considerable different connotative meaning for
speakers of each language. 6 This semantic relationship helps to explain
the complex meaning of the term “native language” (родной язык) and
why significant discrepancies in native language versus mother-tongue
self-reporting can occur.
In relation to Belarus specifically, Woolhiser (2001) observes “that
a person’s ‘native language’ (Belarusian ródnaia mova, Russian rodnoi
iazyk) can be one other than the language which a person has spoken
since early childhood and uses in everyday communication.” So as to
test for a discrepancy in language usage, the study addresses both selfreported native language and mother tongue.
4.2 Mother Tongue
Mother-tongue data, reflecting responses to the question “In which
language did you speak with your mother in childhood?” (На каком
языке Вы говорили в детстве с матерью?), serve as an important
indicator of one’s base language, especially in the home. Davies’ (2003)
definition of “mother tongue” attempts to eliminate unnecessary
complexity and focus maximally on the literal meaning of the term, that
is “the language of the mother and is based on the normal enough view
that children’s first significant other is the mother.” Slama-Cazacu (1986)
likewise asserts that the definition of a mother tongue has reference to
“origins” and “affective links” more than “qualities.” Hence, the
biological connection inherent in the definition, yet, as Davies (2003)
notes, the definition should account for non-biological mother figures as
well in the form of a father, grandparent, nurse, adoptive parent, or other
caretaker. Accordingly, Slama-Cazacu (1986) argues that one can have
See, for example, Davidson’s (2004) analysis of American and Russian responses to the
words motherland/родина, language/язык, country/страна, and government/государство.
6
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two mother tongues, given that one learns them at more or less the same
time and has strong affective associations between the languages and
family members mostly.
Aside from “origin” as the basis for defining mother tongue,
other criteria such as “identification” (internal and external identification
with a language as a native speaker), “competence” (one’s strongest
language), and “function” (language one uses most frequently) each
contribute to the terminological understanding of “mother tongue”
(Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000). Such criteria allow one to change one’s mother
tongue multiple times, depending on individual circumstances.
In this study, mother-tongue data primarily seek to ascertain
whether a significant number of participants who report Belarusian as
their native language prefer to speak Russian in ordinary conversation.
The decision to frame the dominant language in terms of mother tongue
stems from findings in Rivers (2003), which indicate that females prefer
to raise their children speaking the dominant language owing to its
potential for greater economic mobility.
V. Findings
5.1 Native Language and Mother Tongue
In discussing responses to the question of native language, this study
seeks to ascertain the extent to which one’s native language significantly
influences reported language utilization among university-age students
in Belarus. Assuming, as did Soviet scholars, that ethnic identity
corresponds with native language (Silver, 1974), then three major ethnic
identities bear relevance to this study: Russian, Belarusian, and mixed
Belarusian and Russian.
Participant responses indicate that 189 (34.6%) claimed Russian as
their native language while 168 (30.7%) claimed Belarusian as their
native language. Interestingly, 150 (27.4%) claimed mixed Belarusian and
Russian as their native language.
The relative high frequency of “Belarusian” responses to the
question of one’s native language offers potentially important
information about Belarusian national self-awareness. However, almost
the same number of participants considered mixed Belarusian and
Russian their native language as participants who considered
Belarusian―a finding that reveals a sizable population committed
neither to Belarusian nor Russian exclusively.
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When compared with responses to the question of native
language, mother- tongue data indicate a significant increase in the
number of “Russian” responses. Of the 545 participants who responded
to the question of mother tongue, 376 (69.0%) indicated Russian as their
mother tongue as opposed to only 36 participants (6.6%) who indicated
Belarusian as their mother tongue. Mixed responses of Belarusian and
Russian to the question of mother tongue decreased to 112 or 20.6%.
In order to test for significance in the relationship between native
language and mother tongue, the study cross-tabulates responses to both
questions, as presented in Table 1.
Table 1: Cross-Tabulation of Mother Tongue versus Native Language
Mother Tongue
Belarusian
Bel/Rus
Bel/Pol
Russian
Other
Total

Count
Expected
Count
Expected
Count
Expected
Count
Expected
Count
Expected
Count
Expected

Native Language
Belarusian
Bel/Rus
28
4
11.0
9.9
49
50
34.2
30.9
2
0
2.1
1.9
82
92
113.4
102.4
4
3
4.3
3.9
165
149
165.0
149.0

Total
Bel/Pol
0
0.9
5
2.7
3
0.2
4
8.9
1
0.3
13
13.0

Russian
2
12.5
4
39.0
1
2.4
179
129.2
2
4.9
188
188.0

Other
2
1.7
4
5.2
1
0.3
14
17.2
4
0.6
25
25.0

36
36.0
112
112.0
7
7.0
371
371.0
14
14.0
540
540.0

Chi-Squared: χ² = 196.008; df = 16; α (2-tailed) = .000
The data reveal a striking contrast in the number of respondents who
indicated Belarusian as their native language as well as their mother
tongue. Cross-tabulated data indicate that of the 165 participants who
claimed Belarusian as their native language, only 28 claimed it as their
mother tongue, whereas 179 of the 188 who claimed Russian as their
native language also claimed it as their mother tongue. Of the 149
participants who claimed mixed Belarusian and Russian as their native
language, only 50 claimed the mixture of both languages as their mother
tongue; the majority of the remaining individuals indicated Russian as
their mother tongue.
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5.2 Language of Questionnaire
Taking into account the politically and emotionally charged issue of
language in Belarus, a comparison of questionnaires answered in
Belarusian with those answered in Russian can reveal central tendencies
among the two groups and determine whether over-representation
occurs in response to questions such as one’s native language. Among
participants who responded to the questionnaire in Belarusian, there was
a strong correlation between the native language and language chosen
for the questionnaire. Of the 69 participants who responded to the
question of native language using the Belarusian questionnaire, over half
(43 or 62.3%) indicated Belarusian as their native language while 13
(18.8%) indicated mixed Belarusian and Russian. Only nine of the 69
participants (13.0%) who selected the Belarusian questionnaire indicated
Russian as their native language.
Of the 478 participants who answered the Russian language
questionnaire, 180 (37.7%) indicated Russian as their native language, 137
(28.7%) indicated mixed Belarusian and Russian, and 125 (26.2%)
indicated Belarusian. The relative high frequency of “Belarusian”
responses to the question of one’s native language as selected for the
Russian language questionnaire further indicates the distortion
(linguistically) of the term “native.”
Responses to the question of mother tongue among those who
selected the Belarusian language questionnaire reveal a different
tendency than that of responses to the question about one’s native
language. The data do not show an over-representation of Belarusian
mother-tongue responses. In fact, 39 participants (54.9%) reported
Russian as their mother tongue, whereas only 14 participants (19.7%)
reported Belarusian as their mother tongue. Such a finding further
underscores the symbolic versus pragmatic function associated with
Belarusian.
Frequency data for responses to the question of mother tongue
for those participants who selected the Russian language questionnaire
reveal a strong tendency towards Russian. Of the 474 participants who
responded to the question of mother tongue using the Russian language
questionnaire, 337 (71.1%) reported Russian as their mother tongue.
Mixed Belarusian and Russian received 96 responses (20.3%)—a higher
frequency than Belarusian, which received only 22 responses (4.6%).

260

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

5.3 City
The study was conducted in three urban centers in Belarus: the capital,
Minsk, lies in the geographical center of the country, while Grodno and
Vitebsk differ in terms of cultural and linguistic traditions. Grodno is
more closely associated with Belarusian tradition, and Vitebsk closely to
Russian. Distributions of native language responses according to cities in
which participants study at an institution of higher education were
analyzed to test for regional differences.
Figure 2: Cross-Tabulation of Native Language versus City
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 22.493; df = 8; α (2-tailed) = .004
Chi-square tests indicate statistical significance at the .01 level between
the two variables, thus suggesting significant regional differences in
urban language use. The proximity of Grodno to the Polish border most
likely affects the number of mixed Belarusian and Polish responses from
participants (Grodno=10, Minsk=1, Vitebsk=2).
Self-reported mother-tongue data according to the city do not
reveal a statistically significant distribution. Responses from Grodno and
Vitebsk showed similar tendencies, at times mirroring one another.
Responses to the question of mother tongue in each of the cities reveal an
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overwhelming preference for Russian. Mixed Belarusian and Russian
responses received the second highest number of responses in each city.
Figure 3: Cross-Tabulation of Mother Tongue versus City
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 15.956; df = 8; α (2-tailed) = .043
Regional differences in “native language” and “mother tongue”
responses suggest that regional differences significantly impact “native
language” responses, whereas they do not significantly affect
participants’ “mother tongue” responses. In addition, “native language”
findings reveal that the historical, cultural, and linguistic traditions
associated with the three regions examined in this study play an
insignificant role for this generation. Vitebsk, a predominantly Russian
city situated on the border of Belarus and Russia, had a higher number of
Belarusian “native language” responses than Grodno, a city located on
the Belarus-Poland borderlands and historically associated with the
Belarusian language; Grodno received the lowest number of Belarusian
“native language” responses. Minsk, the heart of Belarus’ intelligentsia,
received the highest number of Russian “native language” responses
while Grodno received the second highest and Vitebsk the least.
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5.4 Language Concern
Participant responses to the question “Are you concerned about the
future of Belarusian in your country?” (Вы беспокоитесь за будущее
белорусского языка в Вашей стране?) clarify commonly held opinions
of Belarusian among university-age students and afford, as
Mechkovskaia (2002) asserts, the most accurate indicator of the future of
a language. Accordingly, governmental language planning and policies
will have negligible long-term consequences if people, particularly
students, demonstrate indifference or antagonism toward the national
language.
Recalling that participants could choose whether to respond to
the questionnaire in Belarusian or Russian, questionnaire language data
alone provide a healthy indication of language utilization. Figure 4
presents cross-tabulated data concerning language of the questionnaire
and concern about the future of Belarusian.
The data in Figure 4 illustrate a clear relationship between
questionnaire language and respondents’ concern about Belarusian. With
the exception of one individual, respondents to the Belarusian language
questionnaire overwhelmingly expressed a concern about the future of
Belarusian—a finding that demonstrates significance at the .01 level.
Participants who responded to the Russian language questionnaire also
indicated a concern about the future of Belarusian, albeit moderate
compared with responses from the Belarusian language questionnaire.
Overall, 375 of the 536 participants who responded to the above question
indicated a concern about the future of Belarusian.
Similar statistical significance results when cross-tabulating selfreported data relative to respondents’ concern about the future of
Belarusian versus native language.
The data in Figure 5 suggest a strong relationship between
respondents who indicated Belarusian as their native language and those
who indicated that they have concerns about the future of Belarusian.
Less than one out of every ten respondents that claimed Belarusian as
his/her native language designated “no” as a response to the question of
concern about the future of Belarusian. Respondents who indicated
mixed Belarusian and Russian as their native language also indicated an
unexpectedly strong concern about the future of Belarusian. Overall, the
number of affirmative responses with regards to concern about
Belarusian exceeded the number of negative responses by over two
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times. Interestingly, the only category of native language respondents
with fewer responses in the affirmative than in the negative was
composed of respondents who indicated Russian as their native
language.
This study further analyzes mother-tongue data in its relationship
with participants’ responses to the question of concern about the future
of Belarusian.
Percentage-wise, more Belarusian mother-tongue respondents
than Belarusian native language respondents expressed concern about
the future of Belarusian (compare Figures 5 and 6). Mixed Belarusian and
Russian mother-tongue respondents indicated a strong concern about the
future of Belarusian, as did mixed Belarusian and Polish mother-tongue
respondents. Although these respondents represented the majority in the
above cross-tabulation, over half of them indicated concern about the
future of Belarusian.
Figure 4: Cross-Tabulation of Respondents’ Concern about the Future
of Belarusian versus Questionnaire Language
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Chi-Squared : χ² = 30.799; df = 1; α (2-tailed) = .000
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Figure 5: Cross-Tabulation of Respondents’ Concern about the Future
of Belarusian versus Native Language
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 87.885; df = 4; α (2-tailed) = .000
Figure 6: Cross-Tabulation of Respondents’ Concern about the Future
of Belarusian versus Mother Tongue
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 48.284; df= 4; α (2-tailed) = .000
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5.5 Gender
To clarify the role of gender in participant responses, cross-tabulations
with native language, mother tongue, and concern about the future of
Belarusian were conducted. The data for the aforementioned analyses
appear respectively.
Figure 7: Cross-Tabulation of Native Language versus Gender
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 12.912; df = 4; α (2-tailed) = .012
Data from the above cross-tabulation suggest that more females than
males claimed Russian as their native language (105 versus 84
respectively), whereas a substantially higher number of males than
females claimed Belarusian as their native language (103 versus 65
respectively).
Results for mother-tongue responses by gender differ somewhat.
Self-reported data reflect a relatively even distribution of responses from
both females and males to the category of “Russian” (187 versus 189
respectively) and “Belarusian” (15 versus 21 respectively). Statistically,
the data show less significance for mother tongue than for language and
gender, thus suggesting that males especially associate ethnic identity
with native language more than with mother tongue.
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Figure 8: Cross-Tabulation of Mother Tongue versus Gender
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 2.437; df = 4; α (2-tailed) = .656
Figure 9: Cross-Tabulation of Respondents’ Concern about the
Future of Belarusian versus Gender
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 1.895; df = 1; α (2-tailed) = .169
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Cross-tabulated data analyzing gender in relation to participants’
concerns about the future of Belarusian suggest that genders possibly
assign varying identific values to languages, perhaps stemming from
their supposed utility.
Over two-thirds of the respondents who answered the
question regarding concern about the future of Belarusian self-reported
“yes.” Interestingly, a greater number of females than males indicated
concern for the language. Both genders show substantially fewer
individuals who do not report having a concern about the future of
Belarusian than who do.
5.6 Personal Library
This study further seeks to determine whether literature in the home
serves as a key indicator of language utilization. Respondents answered
the following question regarding their personal library, “In what
language do you have books at home?” (На каком языке у Вас имеются
дома книги?). Answers to choose from included, “only in Belarusian,”
“majority in Belarusian,” “in Belarusian and Russian languages,”
“majority in Russian,” and “only in Russian.” Drawing on the premise
that reading represents a form of inward speech, 7 the study attempts to
ascertain whether respondents’ reading language reflects their verbal
language with family and friends.
The category of “majority in Russian” received the highest
number of responses (258 or 47.0%) followed by the broader category of
“in Belarusian and Russian” with 241 responses or 43.9%. Relatively few
respondents (35 or 6.4%) indicated that their personal collection
consisted of literature only in Russian; even fewer respondents (13 or
2.4%) indicated that the majority of their personal library consisted of
literature in Belarusian, and the fewest (2 or 0.4%) indicated that their
personal library consisted only of literature in Belarusian.
An analysis of internal versus external speech begins with a
cross-tabulation of languages comprising one’s personal library versus
native language. By cross-tabulating the aforementioned variables, the
study seeks to ascertain whether languages represented in respondents’

Voloshinov (1929) broadens the traditional definition of dialogue understood as direct,
face-to-face, vocalized verbal communication to include indirect verbal communication,
which he refers to as verbal performance in print—meaning verbal communication when
reading.
7
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personal library play a symbolic or functional role, similar to that of one’s
native language versus mother tongue, respectively.
Figure 10: Cross-Tabulation of Languages Comprising Respondents’
Personal Library versus Native Language
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 104.416; df = 16; α (2-tailed) = .000
Data from Figure 10 indicate a significant difference in one’s stated
native language and the language of books in one’s personal library.
Responses to the category of books “only in Russian” and “majority in
Russian” from participants who indicated Russian as their native
language well exceeded the expected count. Of those respondents whose
personal library consisted of books in “Belarusian and Russian,” the
number of Belarusian native language respondents exceeded that of
Russian native language respondents by more than two times. Of the 13
respondents who indicated that the majority of their personal library
consisted of books in Belarusian, 11 indicated Belarusian as their native
language.
5.7 Literature Read for Leisure
In addition to the question of language of books in one’s personal library,
participants responded to the question, “When you relax, in what
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language do you prefer to read books?” (Когда Вы отдыхаете, на каком
языке Вы предпочитаете читать книги?). This question seeks to shed
light on whether one’s preferred language of reading for leisure
correlates more with one’s ethnic identity, often synonymous with native
language, or with one’s everyday modicum of communication, namely
mother tongue.
Of the 559 participants, 367 (65.7%) indicated that they preferred
to read in Russian for leisure. A substantial number of respondents
indicated that they enjoy reading in Belarusian and Russian equally for
leisure (163 or 29.2%) while only 29 respondents (5.2%) indicated that
they like to read only in Belarusian for leisure.
A cross-tabulation of responses to personal library versus reading
for leisure helps to extract significant disparities and/or similarities in
participant responses, as shown in Figure 11.
Figure 11: Cross-Tabulation of Languages Comprising Respondents’
Personal Library versus Languages used when Reading for Leisure
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 197.453; df = 8; α (2-tailed) = .000
Respondents whose personal library contains books “Only in Russian”
unanimously indicated that they read in Russian for leisure; a
substantially higher than expected number of participants whose
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personal library contains a majority of books in Russian also read in
Russian for leisure. However, “Belarusian and Russian equally” and
“Russian” categories received an almost equal number of responses from
participants whose personal library consisted of works in Belarusian and
Russian—the “Belarusian and Russian equally” figure exceeding the
expected total by a wide margin.
In addition to inquiring as to participants’ preferred language
when reading for leisure, the study seeks to determine whether
participants have access to desirable reading material in the preferred
language. In other words, do governmental and/or private publishing
houses print the works that participants desire to read and in the
language they desire to read them? The question reads, “Are books that
interest you published in the language in which you prefer to read them?
Yes or No” (Издаются ли книги, интересующие Вас, на том языке, на
котором Вы предпочитаете их читать? Да или Нет). Indirectly, this
question attempts to determine whether access to published materials in
preferred languages poses the limiting factor, or whether personal
preference drives one’s choice of reading material.
Self-reported data indicate that 489 participants (89.4%) indicated
that they can find published copies of the works they enjoy reading in
the language they prefer to read them. Only 58 participants (10.6%)
indicated that published works in the language they desire to read do not
exist.
Cross-tabulation of publication language with reading language
for leisure helps to determine whether one or more languages suffer from
under-representation in terms of publication and dissemination, as
shown in Figure 12.
The data suggest that a substantial fraction of the participants
who read in Belarusian for leisure cannot find desired works published
in Belarusian (11 out of 27 participants). This number exceeds the
expected count by almost four times. Very few participants who
indicated that they prefer to read in Russian find it difficult to locate
published works in Russian. Those who indicated that they enjoy
reading in Belarusian and Russian equally for enjoyment encountered a
similar problem as those who indicated that they enjoy reading solely in
Belarusian for leisure.
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Figure 12: Cross-Tabulation of Books Published in Preferred Language
versus Reading Language for Leisure
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 40.387; df = 2; α (2-tailed) = .000
5.8 Language with Friends
In an effort to ascertain the degree to which diglossia can be observed
among university-age students, this research compares respondents’
language spoken at home with language spoken outside of the home
while associating with friends. Respondents’ answers included a wide
variety of languages as well as combinations of languages, many of
which represented only one or two individuals. Rather than analyze the
entire list of responses, this study examines the six most frequently cited
languages—remaining languages comprise the “Other” category.
The overwhelming majority of respondents (386 or 69.1%)
indicated Russian as the language they speak with friends; in stark
contrast, only nine respondents (1.6%) indicated that they speak
Belarusian with their friends. Mixed Belarusian and Russian received 63
responses (11.3%) and “Other” received 54 responses (9.7%). Several
participants (29 or 5.2%) indicated that they speak Belarusian and
Russian with their friends (meaning separate and distinct as opposed to
mixed). In addition, 15 respondents (2.7%) indicated that they speak
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Russian and English with their friends; mixed Belarusian and Polish only
received three responses (0.5%).
Considering the relatively low frequency of Belarusian usage
among peers in casual conversation, the study seeks to clarify which
participants who self-reported to speak Belarusian and/or Russian with
friends likewise report having a concern for the future of Belarusian.
Data for such cross-tabulated data appear below in Figure 13.
Figure 13: Cross-Tabulation of Respondents’ Concern about the
Future of Belarusian versus Language Utilization with Friends
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 40.577; df = 6; α (2-tailed) = .000
Interestingly, all nine of the respondents who indicated that they speak
Belarusian with their friends also indicated a concern about the future of
Belarusian. Mixed language respondents also indicated concern for
Belarusian, as did respondents who indicated that they speak Belarusian
and Russian (distinctly) with their friends. Of the 372 respondents who
indicated Russian as the language they speak with their friends, almost
two-thirds of them also expressed concern about the future of Belarusian.
Cross-tabulation of gender with language spoken with
friends further clarifies the linguistic milieu.
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Figure 14: Cross-Tabulation of Gender versus Language Spoken with
Friends

Number of Respondents

250
200
150
100

Male
Female

50
0

Language Spoken with Friends

Chi-Squared: χ² = 8.666; df = 6; α (2-tailed) = .193
Findings from the above cross-tabulation corroborate previous gender
related analyses, in that more females than males indicated a propensity
to speak Russian, albeit by a narrow margin. Interestingly, more females
than males also indicated that they speak Russian and English with their
friends.
5.9 Language Prestige
When a language becomes ostracized in society, the home often becomes
the last linguistic bastion. As Scotton (1982) points out, “Using one’s
mother tongue at home is removed from but relevant to the on-going
public competition because it is a symbol of self-assertion; it is in clear
defiance of the norms which require using certain lingua francas in
public and of the socioeconomic order which they symbolize.”
Participants in this study responded to the following question regarding
language prestige: “Do you consider this [Belarusian and/or Russian]
language prestigious?” (Считается ли этот язык престижным?). Rather
than marking “yes” or “no” in terms of language prestige for both
languages, some participants indicated “yes” or “no” for only one of the
languages, thereby creating ambiguity in terms of the unmarked
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language. Due to the possibility of discovering implied meaning behind
participants’ omitted answers, the researcher created additional
categories to accommodate unanticipated combinations of responses, as
shown in Table 2.
Table 2: Frequency Distribution of Language Prestige
Valid

Missing
Total

Bel no/Rus yes
Bel yes/Rus yes
Rus yes
Bel yes
Bel no/Rus no
Bel no
Bel yes/Rus no
Rus no
Total
System

Frequency
188
133
93
41
33
30
18
4
540
19
559

Percent
33.6
23.8
16.6
7.3
5.9
5.4
3.2
0.7
96.6
3.4
100.0

Valid Percent
34.8
24.6
17.2
7.6
6.1
5.6
3.3
0.7
100.0

Cum. Percent
34.8
59.4
76.7
84.3
90.4
95.9
99.3
100.0

The above data indicate that 188 participants (34.8%) considered
Belarusian non-prestigious and Russian prestigious. This frequency
ranks the highest in this data set and justifiably raises concerns about the
future viability of Belarusian. The second highest frequency of responses
belongs to the Belarusian prestigious and Russian prestigious categories
with 133 participants (24.6%). Interestingly, 93 participants (17.2%)
responded to the question of language prestige by marking “yes”
beneath Russian but leaving the box for Belarusian empty. Naturally,
omissions raise questions about the participants’ intentions and motives.
On the one hand, the matter could quite simply reflect participant
oversight and have no other underlying significance. On the other hand,
one could interpret this type of response as indicating participants’
disregard for a language—a sign of unwillingness to acknowledging the
language’s existence, much less its prestige.
Participants responded similarly in terms of Belarusian by
marking “yes” and leaving the Russian language box empty. Such
responses only totaled 41 (7.6%), but deserve noting all the same.
Relatively few respondents considered both Belarusian and Russian nonprestigious (33 or 6.1%). In terms of Belarusian as a non-prestigious
language with no mention of Russian, 30 participants (5.6%) responded
in this manner. A small enclave of respondents (18 or 3.3%) considered
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Belarusian prestigious and Russian non-prestigious. Finally, four
respondents (0.7%) considered Russian non-prestigious with no
statement of Belarusian.
In addition to gender comparisons with participant responses to
the question of concern about the future of Belarusian, this study seeks to
ascertain whether gender differences significantly affect participants’
consideration of Belarusian and/or Russian as prestigious. Crosstabulation of gender with language prestige helps to unravel the
question of whether one gender in particular maintains a certain bias.
Figure 15: Cross-Tabulation of Gender versus Language Prestige
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Chi-Squared: χ² = 6.879; df = 7; α (2-tailed) = .442
Although the results contained in the above cross-tabulation lack
statistical significance, some patterns emerge that resemble patterns
discussed previously. For example, cross-tabulation of native language
versus gender (see Figure 7) revealed a greater propensity on the part of
males to indicate Belarusian as their native language than on the part of
females. The cross-tabulation of language prestige with gender shows
parallel trends; a greater number of males than females considered (1)
Belarusian and Russian prestigious languages, (2) Belarusian prestigious
and Russian non-prestigious, and (3) Belarusian prestigious with no
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mention of Russian. Females consistently indicated a preference for
Russian as evidenced in the following categories: (1) Belarusian nonprestigious and Russian prestigious and (2) Russian prestigious with no
mention of Belarusian. And yet, cross-tabulation of gender with concern
for language discussed earlier reveals that females share a proportionally
greater concern for Belarusian than males―a finding that seemingly
contradicts other gender cross-tabulations in this study. Arriving at any
legitimate explanation to the apparent contradiction would require
substantial follow-up research, the scope of which exceeds the
parameters of this study.
5.10 Language of Prospective Employment
A language’s functional role of improving one’s chances of obtaining
gainful employment also contributes greatly to its overall survivability in
a competitive environment. Participants responded to the question, “Do
you consider that knowing this language will enhance your opportunity
for finding work?” (Пологаете ли Вы, что зная этот язык, Вы получите
лучщую возможность устроиться на работу?). The questionnaire
provided boxes labeled “yes” and “no” under the language categories of
“Belarusian” and “Russian.” As with the question of language prestige,
participants responded in an unanticipated manner, thus necessitating
the inclusion of additional categories. In response to the possible implied
meaning associated with omitted answers to either “yes” or “no,” the
researcher chose to represent each of the permutations.
Table 3: Frequency Distribution of Prospective Employment Language
Valid

Missing
Total

Bel yes/Rus yes
Bel no/Rus yes
Rus yes
Bel yes
Bel no/Rus no
Bel yes/Rus no
Bel no
Rus no
Total
System

Frequency
208
145
97
34
27
9
7
1
528
31
559

Percent
37.2
25.9
17.4
6.1
4.8
1.6
1.3
0.2
94.5
5.5
100.0

Valid Percent
39.4
27.5
18.4
6.4
5.1
1.7
1.3
0.2
100.0

Cum. Percent
39.4
66.9
85.2
91.7
96.8
98.5
99.8
100.0
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Similar to the question of language prestige, participants ranked
Belarusian “yes” and Russian “yes” the highest—in this instance, 208
participants (39.4%) indicated that knowledge of Belarusian and Russian
would enhance their opportunities of obtaining employment.
Conversely, a relatively high frequency of participants indicated that
knowledge of Belarusian would not be beneficial, whereas knowledge of
Russian would (145 or 27.5%). Knowledge of Russian with no mention of
Belarusian received a relatively high frequency of responses (97 or
18.4%); remaining responses declined substantially with 34 participants
(6.4%) indicating the need to know Belarusian with no mention of
Russian. Some respondents considered neither Belarusian nor Russian
useful in obtaining employment (27 or 5.1%) while nine participants
(1.7%) indicated that knowledge of Belarusian would help and
knowledge of Russian would not. Finally, seven participants (1.3%)
indicated that knowing Belarusian would not be useful with no mention
of Russian, while only one participant (0.2%) responded that knowledge
of Russian would not be useful with no mention of Belarusian.
In an attempt to understand what participants meant by omitting
a response to the functional role of Belarusian in seeking employment,
the study cross-tabulates responses to the questions of language of
concern versus language of employment. In other words, did
participants intentionally omit a response regarding Belarusian and by so
doing, make a statement, or did they simply neglect to answer the
question fully? Figure 16 presents the results of the above crosstabulation.
Of the 92 participants who indicated that knowing Russian assists
in finding employment with no mention of Belarusian, 41 indicated that
they had no concern about the future of Belarusian—a number that well
exceeds the expected count of 27.9. Interestingly, of the 34 participants
who indicated that knowing Belarusian would facilitate finding
employment with no mention of Russian, all 34 indicated a concern
about the future of Belarusian. In the case of respondents who indicated
that knowing Belarusian would facilitate finding employment with no
mention of Russian, such responses suggest an especially strong loyalty
to one language without any regard for the existence of the other. Thus,
omissions in participant responses to a language category in this study
appear to suggest more than mere oversight.
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Figure 16: Cross-Tabulation of Concern about the Future of Belarusian
versus Language of Prospective Employment

Number or Respondents

120
100
80
60
40
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20

Not concerned

0

Language of Prospective Employment

Chi-Squared: χ² = 40.748; df = 7; α (2-tailed) = .000
VI. Summary of Findings
6.1 Native Language and Mother Tongue
The findings from this study raise important questions into the effects of
prolonged language subordination on individual and collective linguistic
identity. Clearly a shift towards Russian appears to be happening on two
linguistic fronts—native language and mother tongue. The question of
one’s native language elicited three major responses: Russian (34.6%),
Belarusian (30.7%), and mixed Belarusian and Russian (27.4%). In
contrast, the question of one’s mother tongue elicited an overwhelming
Russian language response (69.0%), whereas only 6.6% of the
participants reported Belarusian as their mother tongue. The Belarusian
mother-tongue component has all but disappeared. The Belarusian
native language component continues to hold a relatively strong
presence, likely owing to the association of native language with ethnic
identity.
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6.2 Concern about the Future of Belarusian
One can perform a simple litmus test of a language’s viability by asking
young people whether they have concerns about its future. Responses to
the question, “Are you concerned about the future of Belarusian?”
suggest that by and large, university-age students in Belarus do have
concerns about the future of the language. Unsurprisingly, participants
who responded to the questionnaire in Belarusian overwhelmingly
expressed concern about its future. Choosing to respond to the
questionnaire in Belarusian in itself signifies a commitment to a language
that in practice has relatively little utilitarian value in society.
Cross-tabulating native language versus concern about
Belarusian fleshes out additional participants concerned about
Belarusian. Those participants who indicated Belarusian or one of its
mixed variants as a native language dominated the responses with
regards to concern about the future of Belarusian. Those who claimed
Russian as their native language represented the only category of
respondents who expressed greater indifference than concern. Therefore,
it appears that participants who identify with Belarusian on both
practical and symbolic levels, i.e., responding to a questionnaire in
Belarusian (practical), and indicating Belarusian as one’s native language
(symbolic), stand a stronger chance of maintaining Belarusian than
participants who demonstrate only symbolic attachment to the language.
6.3 Literature Read for Leisure
The works of Pushkin, Lermontov, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Gogol,
Chekhov, Turgenev, and other well-known authors continue to hold a
prominent place in family bookcases and in the curricula of lower,
middle, and upper schools in countries of the former Soviet Union. This
strong presence of Russian literature stems partly from a shift in
language policy leading up to and immediately following World War II
that made the study of Russian compulsory in all national schools and
elevated it above other union languages. Lomtev’s (1949) thesis
articulated this new change in policy: “The Russian language is the
instrument of the most advanced culture—of socialist culture, and the
most progressive science; it is the language of peace and progress. The
Russian language is great, rich, and mighty. It is the instrument of the
most advanced culture of the world.” The question arises of whether
one’s personal library necessarily reflect one’s identity and, if so, what
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does that say about the identities of the university-age students from
Belarus who participated in this study?
Languages found in respondents’ personal libraries differ
significantly from respondents’ stated native language—a finding that
further invalidates the native language variable as an indicator of
language utilization. Frequency data of participants’ responses to
languages they use when reading for leisure clearly indicate a preference
for Russian. A cross-tabulation of the aforementioned data according to
languages reflected in participants’ personal library indicates that
participants, whose library contains works in only one language or a
majority of works in one language, generally adhere to the same
language when reading for leisure.
6.4 Accessibility to Preferred Literature
The study also seeks to determine whether participants had access to
published works in their preferred language. As Eastman (1983) writes,
“People may want to maintain a language that they perhaps cannot keep
for economic reasons. Thus, it is possible for language choice in a
particular situation to be a matter of expedience rather than preference.”
However, frequency data pertaining to this question indicate that the
vast majority of respondents (89.4%) have access to works in their
desired language. The overall findings of this study suggest that
participants identify inwardly with Russian more than Belarusian from
the practical standpoint of language usage when reading for leisure,
regardless of the languages included in their personal library.
6.5 Language with Friends
Respondents’ language utilization with friends unquestionably favors
Russian over Belarusian or mixed speech. Although the majority of
participants self-reported that they were concerned about the future of
Belarusian, the data indicate that responses from participants who
reported to speak Belarusian with their friends significantly weigh in the
affirmative. This finding underscores the awkward nature of speaking a
language that carries little prestige and that often signifies political
opposition when spoken in the public domain. Cross-tabulation of
gender by language spoken with friends (see Figure 14) further
corroborates previous analyses demonstrating that females show a
greater proclivity for Russian than males, perhaps signifying greater
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native language loyalty on the part of males and greater attention to
pragmatism among females.
6.6 Language of Prospective Employment
Data for language prestige and knowledge of language for purposes of
obtaining employment dovetail in this study. The marketability of
Belarusian pales when compared with Russian, not to mention the many
scientific and literary achievements associated with Russian for which
Belarusian has no counterpart. Unsurprisingly, participants accord
Russian greater prestige and importance than Belarusian, recognizing
that Russian continues to control the levers of government and
economics in the country. Referring to economics as perhaps the most
influential force threatening the continued existence of endangered
languages, Grenoble and Whaley (1998) write: “Not only is economic
advancement a key motivation to relinquish a minority language in favor
of the majority, but economics drives such things as the availability of
published materials, schools, teachers, and, significantly, radio and
television broadcasting. The realities of the modern day global economy
place unprecedented financial pressures on minority languages.”
VII. Implications/Discussion
Overall, the findings suggest that, even among the minority of
respondents who indicated Belarusian as their native language,
Belarusian functions more as a “badge of ethnicity” (Crystal, 2000) than a
practical language. A language environment of the aforementioned type
characterizes a speech community described by Joshua Fishman (1967) as
diglossia without bilingualism—diglossic in that Belarusian pertains
primarily to certain ceremonial domains, whereas Russian is used
virtually everywhere else. Circumstances as such, the future existence of
Belarusian will depend on support from external sources in order to
compensate for a pronounced absence of internal mobilization and
maintenance of the language.
E. Sobolenko’s (1980) survey from the late 1970s in Belarus shows
a similar disparity between native language and mother-tongue
responses. Although the parameters of Sobolenko’s sample extend
beyond university-age students living in urban centers, the data serve as
a useful means of comparison by which general trends in the
sociolinguistic situation of the Belarusian language can be ascertained.
When compared with the findings in this study, one nonetheless
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encounters a pronounced decline in Belarusian native language and
mother-tongue responses along with a dramatic increase in Russian
mother-tongue responses. According to Sobolenko, 73.0% of respondents
indicated Belarusian as their native language almost thirty years ago,
whereas only 30.7% indicated Belarusian as their native language in the
present study—a difference of 42.3%. A total of 14.0% of respondents in
Sobolenko’s survey indicated Belarusian as their mother tongue, whereas
only 6.6% indicated Belarusian as their mother tongue in the present
study. Conversely, Russian mother-tongue responses increased from
23.6% in Sobolenko’s survey to 69.0% in the current study. Finally, mixed
Belarusian and Russian as a mother tongue declined from 59.7% in
Sobolenko’s survey to 20.6% in this study. The 42.3% discrepancy
between self-reported native language and mother-tongue responses
suggests that, indeed, separation of roles exists between native language
and mother tongue in contemporary Belarus. Accordingly, the Belarusian
language, at least for the cohort under study, is seen to perform an
ornamental or symbolic role in society whereas Russian serves a
functional, everyday role.
Evidence of Belarusian playing a symbolic rather than a
functional role becomes particularly apparent in participants’ self-reports
regarding their concern about the future of Belarusian versus the
language(s) they intend to speak with their children. If rhetoric were to
translate into action in this instance, one would find a direct correlation
between concern for the future of Belarusian and language spoken with
children during their upbringing; however, the situation in Belarus
presents an inverse relationship between the two questions. Do
participants have concerns about the future of Belarusian—yes, but are
they willing to take practical steps towards ensuring its sustained
existence across generations—apparently not.
One finds in this conundrum a curious example of a culture
straddling romantic nationalist ideals and everyday reality. According to
Mechkovskaia (2003), such thinking largely explains why Belarusians in
a 1996 survey replied “yes” to two seemingly conflicting questions: “Do
you want Belarus to be an independent nation?” (64.6%) and “Do you
want Belarus and Russia to unite and become one nation?” (62.5%).
Individuals and communities will have to make sacrifices in order for
Belarusian to acquire any functional status in society. Naturally, the
question arises of whether any generation will accept that burden or
whether Belarusian will remain the object of wishful thinking. To a
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significant degree, the generation of university-age students in Belarus
under examination in this study will play a decisive role in planning and
implementing social, economic, educational, and governmental policies
that penetrate key sectors of Belarusian society, not the least of which
being the home. While such measures may reflect a top-down approach,
they nonetheless stem from internal initiative rather than external
pressure, which serves as a prerequisite for incremental and sustained
development and change in Belarus’ linguistic landscape.
Considering current trends in Belarusian language usage, one
might reasonably predict that Belarusian will drift into obsolescence over
the course of the next 30 years, but is such a prediction probable? Will
Belarus continue to yield its national language to market, political and/or
social forces of Russification, or will the country preserve a formal,
academic domain for the language? Alexander Schenker (1995) writes,
“Human collectives have always strived to discover their origins. Held
fast by linguistic, tribal, or religious bonds, societies are wont to test the
strength of their union by examining its age and provenience.” Similarly,
Dorian (1999) remarks, “The ancestral language connects people to its
heritage in ways that there is simply no substitute for. (Awareness of this
is what inspires so many third-generation grandchildren of immigrants
to learn a language their grandparents deliberately abandoned).”
Abandonment of Belarusian, to use Dorian’s description, has progressed
to what some linguists would consider a point of no return—“return,”
perhaps, in the sense of vernacular usage, but maybe not altogether
language obsolescence.
The obsolescence of Belarusian would require far more than
governmental efforts aimed at restricting Belarusian or even general
ambivalence toward the language within the population at large, since
the disappearance of Belarusian as a national language equates with the
disappearance of a nation’s collective identity. Far more probable than
language obsolescence seems the alternative of Belarusian joining the
ranks of other endangered languages such as Irish that people use for
academic purposes, but no longer speak in the home. Indeed, as Nettle
and Romaine (2000) succinctly surmise in reference to Irish, “It is easier
to sing songs, establish schools, and other organizations than to get
families to speak a threatened language to their children.”
Crystal (2000) asserts that language and culture form indivisible
components of one’s identity and that membership in a community
presupposes knowledge of the respective language. Fishman (1996)
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accords equal importance to language linking past and present
generations and dismisses modern attempts at reducing its significance.
Self-reported data from this study provide compelling evidence of such
indissoluble bonds that link language and identity—bonds that take on
particular significance when placed in the Eastern European context of
contemporary Belarus.
VIII. Directions for Future Research
This study focuses on students from institutions of higher education
living in three geographically and culturally distinct urban centers in
Belarus. Such an approach stems from the belief that individuals living in
urban centers who are pursuing advanced degrees will contribute to the
direction of future language policy and planning capable of impacting
entire communities and the nation at large more than individuals living
in rural regions of the country and/or lacking a rigorous academic
background. Future research investigating reported rural language
utilization coupled with an expanded array of statistical
analyses―regression analyses, in particular―will contribute to the
overall understanding of language usage and the attendant effects of
language policy and planning in Belarus.
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“Languages of the Peoples of Kazakhstan and Their Interaction”
by Bakhytzhan Khassanov, and
“Languages of the Peoples of Kazakhstan” by
Eleonora Suleimenova, Nursulu Shaimerdenova, Dana Akanova
Review Article

Aidyn Aldaberdikyzy
Introduction
A rich vein of articles and books has recently addressed some critical
issues in the field of sociolinguistics in Kazakhstan, both in terms of
theoretical perspectives and of their implications in the context of
education and policy. A wide range of theoretical and practical questions
of Kazakhstani sociolinguistics are addressed, including:
•
Defining de jure and de facto status of languages;
•
Content and stages of status and corpus language
planning;
•
Ethnic and linguistic identification of individuals, ethnic
groups and the population altogether;
•
Ethnic and linguistic consciousness and self-consciousness;
•
Possibility and prevention of language conflicts;
•
Defining the essence and typology of Kazakhstani
language policy and planning;
•
Ways of implementing language policy and efficiency of
activities of language planning; and
•
Dynamics of functional development of a state language.
A language renaissance and the problem of language vitality
depending on its status and many other aspects of linguistics, language
policy, and language planning in Kazakhstan have been studied in the
works of Kazakhstani and foreign sociolinguists.
This article is dedicated to describing Bakhytzhan Khassanov’s
Languages of Peoples of Kazakhstan and Their Interaction, published in 1976
by the publisher Nauka in Almaty, Republic of Kazakhstan; and the
Sociolinguistic Directory Languages of Peoples of Kazakhstan, written in

“Languages of Peoples of Kazakhstan.” Review Article
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cooperation with Eleonora Suleimenova (chief editor), Nursulu
Shaimerdenova, Dina Akanova published in 2007 by the publishing
house Arman-PV, Astana, Republic of Kazakhstan, as well as analyzing
the ways the books achieved their purposes.
Summary
Bakhytzhan Khassanov’s Languages of Peoples of Kazakhstan and Their
Interaction explores the characteristics of the language of multinational
Kazakhstan from the first half of the 20th century until the 1980s. The role
that social factors play in the functioning, developing, and interacting of
languages of the Kazakhstani peoples during the Soviet period in
particular had a conscious influence on society. Khassanov discusses the
processes of mutual interaction of languages of the Kazakhstani peoples,
analyzing the Kazakh vocabulary origin used in oral and written speech
among the Russian, Uyghur, Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Tajik, Korean, and German
people, as well as others living in Kazakhstan.
The book discusses various problems of contemporary
sociolinguistics, considering them incomplete in their terminology, the
spontaneous character of their development, and the intentional change
of the Kazakh language’s status by accepting it as a dialect of Turkish,
etc. Khassanov accepts that the term “language building” and “language
policy” are analogous with the terms “socialistic building,” “party
building,” and “national policy” and “economic policy” [Khassanov, 8].
Thus, the term “language building,” a multi-aspect social-linguistic
phenomenon based on language policy of the USSR, is accepted as
proper to only Soviet sociolinguistics. In general, this book is the first
attempt to shed light on the history of development of language policy
and planning in the Soviet Kazakh Republic. However, the complexity of
the theme does not allow for the discussion of all possible problems of
languages functioning and interaction in Kazakhstan during the Soviet
epoch. It is important to note that the languages of several peoples of the
Kazakh Republic like German, Korean, and Dungan, which do not refer
to languages of the peoples of USSR as most of their representatives live
abroad, are named “languages of Kazakhstani peoples” conditionally
[Khassanov, 211].
The book consists of three chapters, each dealing with different
aspects of language policy in the Kazakh Republic. The first chapter
discusses V.V. Lenin’s contribution to the development of national
languages of the peoples of USSR. Devoting the whole chapter to
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citations and discussions of Lenin’s speeches and messages is quite usual
for that period, taking into account the fact that “Lenin was not a
linguist” according to Khassanov [Khassanov, 17]. The chapter also deals
with the facts of language building practice, including creating an
alphabet for 50 languages, which did not have graphics; and opening
schools for instruction in the national languages and in Russian. The
author states that not only Lenin influenced language building in the
Kazakh Republic, but “translating Lenin’s multivolume work enriched
the Kazakh language; the scientific style was established, scientific and
social terminology was worked out, expressive means of the languages
were activated” [Khassanov, 19].
The second chapter is dedicated to the functioning of languages
in Kazakhstan during the Soviet epoch. It offers statistical data that 130
nations and peoples live in the Soviet Union, while 122 nations and
peoples, including Kazakhs, live in the Kazakh Republic, which made
Kazakhstan the most multinational among the 15 Soviet countries. The
author also differentiates domains of a language depending on the
functions it perform in different spheres of a society: (1) language of
instruction at different stages in school; (2) languages of social and
political life, such as in meetings in factories, kolzhozes, sovkhozes; (3)
language of literary, social-political and scientific literature; (4) language
periodicals; (5) language of communication between speakers in all of
the spheres of their activity within a village, district; (6) language of
communication between its speakers within the Soviet Union or
autonomic republics; and (7) language of international communication
(e.g., Russian). The chapter also gives a detailed description of the
history of implementing language policy before the “Great October”
Revolution of October 1917 during the Russian Tsarist Government, and
further development of language functioning after the Soviets gained the
power.
The third chapter discusses language contacts and relations in
the Soviet Kazakh Republic, paying much attention to the types of
bilingualism, differentiating it into individual and massive, Russiannational and national-Russian, as well as identifying Kazakh-UyghurRussian, Dungan-Uyghur-Kazakh-Russian, and other types of
multilingualism. The author gives detailed information on settlements of
various ethnoses in the territory of the Kazakh Republic based on
statistical data, and analyzes loan words of Kazakh origin borrowed by
other languages and linguistic interferences in oral and written speech of
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speakers of the language other than Kazakh, which take place as a result
of subordinative bilingualism. Languages of the peoples of Kazakhstan
underwent noticeable changes: a large amount of neologisms emerged,
archaic words gained new meanings, and new word combinations and
complex syntactical constructions were formed, most of affixes activated.
In studying language functioning in the Kazakh Republic, the
author tried to take into account linguistic, cultural-historical,
demographic, geographic, economic, and political factors and used
whole Soviet census data, scientific resources, data of the Central
Statistics Department of USSR, statistic reports of the State book
chamber of the Kazakh Soviet Republic, materials from the Ministry of
Education of the Kazakh Republic, results of some sociologic researches,
and observations of reality.
The second source I address is “Languages of Peoples’ of
Kazakhstan,” Sociolinguistic Directory by Eleonora Suleimenova (chief
editor), Nursulu Shaimerdenova, and Dina Akanova, published in 2007
as a way of both updating sociolinguistic studies in Kazakhstan and of
addressing its implications for practice. To some extent, the book tries to
give a complete answer to questions such as how many peoples live in
Kazakhstan, how many and which languages are used in Kazakhstan,
which genetic and typological groups they refer to, which languages
they speak, whether each group has its own referent language or not,
whether these languages are used in education, mass media, central and
local administrative bodies. The book also continues the work with the
sociolinguistic description of the languages of Kazakhstan, systematizing
and defining the terminological apparatus of sociolinguistics, as well as
creating systematized educational texts. The publication is also
dedicated to describing linguistic situations in contemporary
independent Kazakhstan from the viewpoint of demographic inequality,
exoglossity, the vitalities of the Kazakh and Russian languages, and the
effectiveness of language policy supporting the language renaissance in
Kazakhstan.
The first chapter gives information about the linguistics of
modern Kazakhstan from a viewpoint of demographic nonequilibium,
exoglossity, polysubjectivity; the description of the Kazakh and Russian
languages’ vitality is given; and the problem of the language renaissance
is studied.
The second chapter “Classification of Languages of Peoples of
Kazakhstan” discusses approaches and possibilities of language
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classification, which reflects the modern condition and perspectives of
development of linguistics and is composed of special ways of
organizing the knowledge about languages. It also serves as the basis for
creating a unique terminology in describing languages and helps to
make a correct choice in methods and approaches of analysis of any
language. The authors of the directory enumerate a number of main
classification categories traditionally accepted in linguistics, and provide
information on genealogical, typological (morphological, partially
syntactical) classifications of languages in Kazakhstan, as well as
classification of languages by the number of referent ethnoses. Thus,
languages having over one million speakers in Kazakhstan are Kazakh
and Russian, while Aleut, Itelmen, Ket, Liv, Mansi, Negidal, Nivkh,
Oroch, Saam, Selkup, Serbian, Ulch, Enets, and the Yukagir languages
have the least number of speakers; to be more precise, fewer than ten.
The sociolinguistic inventory of languages of Kazakstan and their
characteristics in accordance with the status regulation of their
relations―as well as the distribution in Kazakhstan and in the main
country of referent peoples―furthered the division of languages into the
following groups, which make up the chapter content of the given
Directory: “the Kazakh language” (chapter 3), “the Russian Language”
(chapter 4), “Exogenetic and Endogenetic languages of Kazakhstani
diasporas” (chapter 5), and “Immigrant languages of peoples of
Kazakhstan” (chapter 6). Consequently, 126 languages are described: the
Kazakh state language, the Russian language, exogenous and
endogenous languages of diasporas, and immigrant languages.
The directory also includes “Alphabetic classification of
languages of peoples of Kazakhstan,” in which the languages are set in
an alphabetic order by the linguonyms, regardless of their demographic
or social-functional characteristics. The directory contains the following
information on languages: reference ethnos, language status (state,
exoglossic/endoglossic languages of diasporas, immigrant languages),
genetic and typological property of languages, and a glossary of main
terms. The volume of the articles is quite different: the state Kazakh and
Russian languages are described in detail compared with exogenous and
endogenous languages of diasporas, as well as immigrant languages.
The article about language is presented in the form of an essay, and
includes sociolinguistic and linguistic data:
• Names are given in Russian, Kazakh and English: the
Russian name of a language is the name of the article;
293

“Languages of Peoples of Kazakhstan.” Review Article
Aidyn Aldaberdikyzy

variants of language names are also given; Kazakh and
English names are in parenthesis;
• Language qualification and its place in a genetic (language
elation to coherent subdivision of genetic class of
languages, like group, branch, family) and typological
(relations to a morphological and syntactical type)
classification of languages;
• Name and self-name of the ethnic group/ethnos;
• The main country(ies) where the referent ethnos/group
inhabits (country and regions of distribution are given,
statistic data on the volume of the ethnos are presented,
short historical or ethnographic material is supplied,
sociolinguistic status of the language is identified, number
of speakers is shown, if possible, and the percentage of
native language speakers to the general number of ethnic
group is given);
• Short sociolinguistic, geographical, cultural-historical data
about languages of the Kazakhstani diaspora (volume of
diaspora according to census data; number of native
language speakers, if possible percentage of native
language speakers to the general number of the ethnic
group; number of people speaking Kazakh/Russian as
second language; and the number of people speaking only
Kazakh/Russian. If possible, the volume of functions of
language is provided;
• Data about national-cultural centers registered in the
Republic of Kazakhstan, including associations, nationalcultural centers and public organizations dealing with
language teaching and supporting language development;
• Linguistic data about a language, including the time that
the language was established; character of alphabet used;
and presence of dialects.
Sociolinguistic identification and description of language of
Kazakhstan materialized in conditions when the essential variables,
characterization of linguistic situation, and the language planning
changed dynamically. This required re-reasoning a wide range of
problems, which inevitably were reflected in the content of the directory
being analyzed in the given article, as well as in other works of the
directory’s authors.
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The directory’s authors take into account the fact that various
languages existed in Kazakhstan, whose speakers immigrated into the
country due to several reasons, and live in its territory. Thus, a
desciption of almost all languages, irrelevant to their status, populations
of speakers, peculiarities, volume of their social functions, and genetic
and typological relations to groups was included into the book. The
authors accept the complexety and difficulty of the questions posed, and
the fact that most of these questions do not have a final answer.
According to the authors, the objective difficulties of sociolinguistic
identification and estimation of languages are related with a range of
circumstances.
First, there is no complete list of ethnonyms and linguonyms. It is a
well-known fact that the quantity of ethnonyms and linguonyms
exceeds the quantity of ethnoses (ethnic groups, nations, nationalities,
peoples, etc.), whose identification is made with the help of languages.
The second is a mismatch of linguonyms and ethnonyms, for
example, the Orok language is spoken by a people which names itself
Ulta; Pushtu (Pashto) is a language of Afghans; Kabardin-Cherkes is a
language of Kabardins and Cherkeses; Karachai-Balkar (or Balkar) is a
language of Karachais and Balkars; Tatar is a language of Tatars and
Crimean Jews; Tat is a language of Tats and Highland Jews; Tadzhik is a
language of Tadzhiks and Middle-Asian Jews; Hebrew and Yiddish are
languages of Jews, etc. The absence of adequate coincidence of
linguonyms and ethnonyms is clearly seen in the formula: “one
linguonym – two and more referent ethnonyms,” “two and more
linguonyms – one referent ethnonym.”
The third―the ethnic identification during census―has some
specific features: thus, in 1926 the USSR census registered 194
nationalities; by the time of the 1976 census, a list of 800 ethnonyms
grouped under 141 main nationalities was compiled; the results of the
census were classified into 104 nationalities. The authors cite V.A.
Tishkov in explaining the reasons of such essential disaccordance or
even contradiction: not all the names are the linguistic and local versions
that denote one and the same group; a part of the name could exist in
one census and be lost in another as a result of assimilative processes or
assimilative settings of the census organizers. There are some names
which move from one to another list because of preferred names at the
certain historic moment (Highland Jews – Tats, Lopars – Saams, Inuits –
Escimos, etc.) or as a result of changed scientific requalification.
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The fourth, the violation of ethno-attitude classification by
including one uniting name for seperate ethnonyms. For example, in the
census of the Republic of Kazakhstan of 1999, there is one line for the
peoples of India and Pakistan (analogue is “peoples of Dagestan,”
“peoples of Siberia,” “Latish and Latgals,” and “Adigeis and Cherkeses”
in the USSR census of 1939).
The fifth, the difficulties in identifying languages and dialects
(territorial, as well as social variants of languages).
The sixth, the indistinctness of notions used in census, like the term
“native language,” which led to a failure in ethnic and linguistic
identification.
The seventh, the absence of data of representatives of some
ethnoses, like Highland and Lowland Maris, as well as Moksha and
Erzia and others, which consider themselves seperate peoples. Thus,
differentiation of languages accepted in linguistics was chosen as a basis
in compiling the list of languages in Kazakhstan, but not the ethnonyms
used in the census of Kazakshtan in 1999.
The eighth, a special status of some peoples like Tatars and
Crimean Tatars; Jews, Highland Jews, Georgian Jews, Middle-Asian
Jews; Krymchaks; Germans; and Moldavans. In the existing lists of
ethnonyms, there is still the influence of Soviet ideology, which
considers some peoples official, and some unofficial (undesired, hidden,
ignored, etc). This can be explained by a “sudden” emergence or sharp
increase in the number of some peoples among the Kazakhstani
population, like Turkish Meskhets, Talyshes, Chuvans, Shugnans,
Entses, Livs, Rushans, etc.
The ninth, the absence of certain creteria in defining dying or
extinct languages. Linguists note that the speed of dissappearing
languages (consequently, referent peoples) increased because of intense
civilization and globalization prosesses.
However, despite the above-mentioned and other difficulties
encountered during a sociolinguistic inventory of languages in
Kazakhstan, the authors could compile a list of the country’s languages
and provide it with the coherent sociolinguistic, historical, and statistical
comments; at present, it is in the form of a directory.
The authors of the directory note a constant and increasing process
of renaissance of the Kazakh language, supported by state language
planning, which includes the coexistence and some polarization of
various ideologies, such as vernacularization, monolingualism,
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multilingualism, and internationalization. The choice of the autochthon
language of Kazakhs as a state language is realized in accordance with
the ideology of vernacularization and monolingualism, while the
support and protection of the Russian language and languages of
diasporas are the characteristics of multilingualism, preservation of
Russian communicative-linguistic space, and the formation of the
English communicative-linguistic space (especially in education) are the
primary features of internationalization.
Writers of the book support their arguments with the data from
historical documents, the whole union census of USSR conducted at
different times; census and statistics data of Independent Kazakhstan;
materials of various sociolinguistic questionnaires; and research
compiled by sociolinguists and Kazakhstan’s public organizations. Also
included are legal documents including the Constitution of the Republic
of Kazakhstan, Law on Languages of the Republic of Kazakhstan, State
Programs of Languages Functioning and Development of the Republic
of Kazakhstan, Conception of Language Policy of the Republic of
Kazakhstan, collection of documents of different kinds of the Republic of
Kazakhstan, Constitutions of various states (primarily, of the former
Soviet republics), and different normative and judiciary documents of
the European Union.
Discussion and Conclusion
The books selected for discussion of this article are about the language of
the peoples of Kazakhstan, but compiled in two different times: the
former was published at the peak of Soviet power and in Kazakhstan
particularly, while the latter was written 30 years later during the second
decade of Kazakhstan’s independence. Certainly, the political and social
factors influenced the authors’ opinions, as well as the content and
thematic variety of the books. Thus, Khassanov devoted the whole
chapter to V.V. Lenin’s role in language policy and the importance of the
Socialist movement on language function in the Kazakh Soviet Republic,
stating that “in building socialism, undeveloped peoples escaped
capitalistic formation and managed to develop into socialistic nations;
consequently, they could form a national language” [Khassanov, 22].
The emergence of the newly independent states instead of the
Soviet Union―where language policy was formulated, and language
planning was realized within a similar framework―required new
language considerations and the defining of priorities and directions of
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language policy and language planning. The declarative statements of
Soviet sociolinguistics on language policy were revised in a new context,
and new-born state languages began regulating language situations.
They realized that language planning is a vital part of national state
policy, which helps to define the preservation of the state.
The differences in paradigms is clearly seen in vocabulary
choices and sentence constructions, thus, Khassanov says that “Russian
became a language of international communication and cooperation of
peoples of USSR in the result of not artificial, but natural ethnolinguistic
processes” [Khassanov, 25], while Suleimenova, agreeing with
Khassanov, adds that “a number of political, economic, demographic
and social factors, as joining Kazakhstan to Russia, repeated revision of
state borders, total change of the whole social system, modernization of
the society and economy of Kazakhstan, influenced on formation of
complex ethnolinguistic situation of Kazakhstan”, and supports her
words with ‘strong, emotional words’ as “… large lands for agricultural
reforms of Stolypin…”, “…demographic catastrophe of 1929-1933…”,
“…massive deportation of repressed peoples to Kazakhstan…” in
supporting the historical facts [Suleimenova, 11]. This can be explained
by the fact that most of the top secret information of the Soviet
government became available after Kazakhstan gained its independence,
which inevitably changed social attitudes toward the former epoch in
general and the authors opinions in particular, as they are all
representatives of autochthon Kazakh ethnos.
Except for the political and scientific paradigms the books follow,
they also differ in defining and differentiating the terminological
apparatus of sociolinguistics. Thus, Khassanov supports Lenin’s idea of
‘language of the republic’ instead of ‘state language,’ considering that
“the notion of ‘language of the republic’ is wider than ‘state language,’
as the former defines a language as a category of the majority of the
republic’s population, but not an administratively ‘must be’ category”
[Khassanov, 26]. Suleimenova does not differentiate the so-called
‘language of the republic’ from ‘state language’ and defines the latter as
“a language, having a special political and judiciary status in the
territory of a definite state…” [Suleimenova, 279].
Statistic data and live observation allow assuming that
Kazakhstan was and is a multinational, polyethnic, multicultural, and
polyconfessional country, where people, speaking in languages of
different genetic groups and structural types, live. Khassanov gives an
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exact number of 123 ethnoses, consequently, languages living and
existing in the Kazakh Republic [Khassanov, 32], while Suleimenova
states that there are 126 languages in contemporary Kazakhstan. The
difference in number can be explained by the evidence that some
ethnoses were ‘ignored, hidden, and even undesired’ in USSR census
registration [Suleimenova, 17]. Thus, the number of Talysh, Ents, and
Meskhetian Turks rose suddenly not only in Russia, but in Kazakhstan
as well: Talysh: 1970 – 0, 1979 – 0, 1989 – 37, 1999 – 691; Ents: 1970 – 0,
1979 – 0, 1989 – 2, 1999 – 7; Meskhetin Turks: 1970 – 0, 1979 – 0, 1989 – 0,
1999 – 2761 and others [Suleimenova, 17].
Khassanov was the first to give a detailed description of
functioning peculiarities and development tendencies of languages
existing in the Kazakh Republic, although he limited the scope by the
Kazakh, Russian, Uigur, Dungan, Korean and German languages, while
Suleimenova managed to describe a state Kazakh language, and
exogenous and endogenous languages of diasporas and immigrant
languages of Kazakhstan, totaling 126. However, the limited number of
languages described in Khassanov’s book demonstrates once again that
it was quite difficult to obtain statistic data in Soviet times.
In conclusion, it is of great importance to note that both books
were written in Russian, despite the fact that the authors are
representatives of the Kazakh nation and there is almost a 30-year
lifespan between their publications. It can be explained by the notion
that Russian does not serve as a language of intellectual capital in
contemporary Kazakhstan, as it was during the Soviet Kazakh republic.
It is quite true to say that “Languages of Peoples of Kazakhstan”
by Eleonora Suleimenova, Nursulu Shaimerdenova, Dina Akanova
features complete the terminological apparatus of sociolinguistics, and is
rich in information on almost all languages existing in Kazakhstan
compared with “Languages of Peoples of Kazakhstan and Their
Interaction” by Bakhytzhan Khassanov. However, the former suffers
from lack of historical background on the sociolinguistic situation of
Kazakhstan of the Soviet period, while the latter is more historical and
analytical.
Certainly, there are coincidences and differences in facts, data,
and content of these two books, but it is perhaps better to sum up that
the information they present overlaps, and are better used in
combination rather than separately
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The peoples of Kazakhstan annually celebrate a day of languages
in September, which became a common holiday for all peoples of the
Republic of Kazakhstan. The uniting idea of this holiday is the
awareness of unchangeable value of each and every language and
culture, understanding that every language is part of a spiritual heritage
of humanity as a whole, while the culture of any nationality is an
immeasurable contribution to world civilization. In such a polyethnic,
multilingual, and multicultural country as Kazakhstan, this idea found a
number of supporters in all strata of society, and inspired the authors of
the directory to create this Sociolinguistic Directory. In my mind, they
succeeded.
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Review Essay: Popularizing Russian Language
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Moscow:

In an era rife with complaints over the degradation of language in the
face of a host of commonly cited bugaboos (inferior schools, lazy pupils,
declining morals, insidious new media technologies), one can only be
heartened by the fact that language and language usage continue to be a
source of popular discussion and debate. Even in American culture,
where reverence for the national tongue has historically paled compared
to the likes of France and Russia, one can find regular language-related
rubrics in both print and broadcast media (e.g. “Word on the Street” and
“Week in Words” [Wall St. Journal], “On Language” [a regular feature in
The New York Times until February 2011], “A Way With Words” [National
Public Radio]).
So much more the case in Russia, where popular books and
shows on language date back well into the Soviet era and continue even
through the tumultuous decades following the Soviet Union’s collapse.
The classic radio show Radio Niania may not have survived the transition,
but language shows with a more modern twist, such as Govorim po-russki,
which has aired on Sundays on Ekho Moskvy since the late 1990s, and
several others have filled the void—along with the plethora of books on
language geared toward a popular reading audience.
So why, one wonders, all the interest in a topic that has been such
a source of pain and suffering for generations of schoolchildren across
eleven time zones? Part of the answer may actually rest in that common
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schooling shared by all citizens, which is instilled in them from an early
age, first, a belief that their national tongue was a sacred object whose
mastery automatically initiated them into a rich cultural tradition that,
more than most anything else, made Russians Russian and proud of it.
At the same time, the schooling beat into their brains the fact that, so long
as they did not master the tongue as perfectly as the patriarchs of the
literary language (and they inevitably did not), they were somehow
inferior linguistically, culturally, and even morally and spiritually. These
dual motivating factors—the idea that how we speak largely defines who
we are and the underlying awareness that our speaking and writing
never quite meet the lofty standards of the literary language (and in
Russia they speak of “literary language,” not just “standard” language)—
combine to engage adults from a range of backgrounds.
Of course, it helps matters greatly a) when the language in
question is undergoing particularly acute changes due to broader
transformations in a society in flux, and b) when the forays into language
are done on a voluntary basis (i.e., not force-fed by the school
curriculum) and with the guidance of language specialists with a keen
mastery of contemporary language and a deft pen capable of engaging
their audiences in a manner closer to entertainment than medicine. Each
of the authors of the three books discussed in this essay carry the
credentials of bona fide specialists able to talk about language in an
engaging and popular manner. Irina Levontina earned her kandidat
degree from the Moscow State University Philology Department, works
in the theoretical semantics section of the Academy of Science’s Russian
Language Institute, and writes regular language columns for both print
and web-based news outlets. Gasan Guseinov is a Doctor of Philology,
Classics scholar, Professor at Moscow State and the School of Higher
Economics, and author of books, columns, and blogs devoted to
contemporary Russian language culture. Maksim Krongauz is a Doctor
of Philology, Professor, Director of the Linguistics Institute at the Russian
State University for the Humanities, and author of numerous books,
articles, and columns devoted to language matters. Despite their elite
pedigrees, all three authors share the ability to write in an engaging
fashion. Indeed, all three appear as regularly featured guest specialists in
a variety of popular electronic and online venues, as well—a topic to be
addressed in future review essays.
The very strength of their ability to engage language matters in a
popular manner carries a downside for more academically oriented
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readers looking for coherent lines of argumentation and analytical depth
in the books. While all three feature numerous glimpses of interpretive
insight, the insights remain splintered across essays, rather than directed
toward some overarching thesis. However, to subject them to the test of
analytical rigor is largely to miss the point of the books. Their primary
goal is to address matters of language and contemporary speech culture
that are new, odd, trendy, troubling, or otherwise noteworthy—and
possibly puzzling—to everyday users.
For the most part, all three authors do so in an ideologically
neutral manner, assuming that language is as it is for good reason and
will, in the end, sort out extraneous fashion from words and phrases that
for one reason or another, deserve a right to linguistic citizenship.
Levontina clearly stakes out her own language ideology in the preface of
Russkii so slovarem, stating that language change is natural, particularly in
times of radical change, and that, “If a new word or a new meaning to an
old word takes root in a language, it means it is somehow needed by that
language—that a new concept, a new understanding for which there is
no adequate linguistic shell has entered our consciousness, our culture”
(9).
Levontina divides the book into eleven chapters, each containing
between eight and sixteen thematically linked essays. The early chapters
dealing with new lexical trends are the strongest—addressing
loanwords, neologisms, and extant Russian words that have taken on
new meaning or markedness. Of particular interest are those
observations that clearly link language to a newly emerging Russian
mindset—such as the attempts, in post-Soviet Russian, to come up with
an equivalent for English’s challenge, and the new positive use of
formerly negatively marked terms such as карьера, амбиция, and
уверенность (20-21). Успешный, Levontina likewise reminds us, only
recently has been used to describe people, rather than just actions (16-19).
If they can avoid gross cultural stereotypes, such examples often provide
intriguing insight into cross-cultural differences and the changing values
and/or worldview of the target culture (“here, we’re dealing not just with
the change in the semantics of specific words, but rather with the
reconstitution [обновление] of an entire fragment of a linguistic view of
the world” [19-20]).
Of similar interest are the author’s observations on the consumer
culture’s contribution to the new Russian lexicon. In her discussion of
комфортный, for instance, Levontina distinguishes it from удобный and
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уютный, arguing that it “has made its way into Russian in order to
describe one of the most important values of the new age of
consumption: in the course of life, while tending to personal affairs,
people must constantly receive pleasure—[but a pleasure which is] not
too noticeable, nor distracts them from their affairs” (60).
In Chapter Four, Levontina takes on an eternal bugaboo of
language purists—loanwords that come into fashion when, on the
surface, there seem to be perfectly fine equivalents in Russian. Why
borrow bizarre-sounding terms like креатив, for instance, when Russian
already has творчество? In a deft anti-prescriptive twist, Levontina turns
the argument on its head, suggesting that, in fact, these seemingly
barbarous words actually protect the existing words from devaluation—
or profanization—in the wake of invading Western phenomena:
“В появление смешных слов креативщик и креативить можно
увидеть не отсутствие уважения к великому и могучему
русскому языку, а, наоборот, подсознательное следование его
матрице. Для русского языка, как известно, характерно
своеобразное “двоемирие”—удвоение важных понятий,
разделение их на “горний” и “дольний” варианты: благо и
добро, истина и правда, долг и обязанность…. А вот теперь еще
новая пара: творчество и креатив.” (133)
With the introduction of the more “earthly” variants, the lofty options
may be preserved to describe the truly sacred work of the poets, rather
than risk being vulgarized by the jingles of Russia’s new ad men and
women.
In some cases, Levontina argues, Russia is actually handicapped
due to the absence of terms to express key concepts: частная
собственность, she claims, simply does not carry the same meaning as
private property (one is better off posting a sign reading “Осторожно,
злая собака” to protect one’s space, she quips [153]), and this is
indicative of a larger problem: “В российском обществе представление
о собственности еще совсем не укоренилось. Мы не видим разницы
между хозяином, который владеет чем-то, и чиновником, который
это что-то контролирует. Главное, кто может распоряжаться,
заказывать музыку” [154].
While most of Levontina’s observations are incisive, the reader
gets somewhat weary by the book’s end of the anecdotal trope used to
introduce many of the essays (“Смотрела я как-то передачу…” [98],
“Недавно у меня прозошел смешной разговор с одной знакомой…”
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[155], “Недавно по телевизору показывали…” [216], “Один мой
коллега говаривал…” [305]). The device underscores the fractured
origin of the original pieces: even in a book geared toward popular
consumption, one would like to see a bit more attention devoted to
overarching trends and themes. Still more problematic is the frequent
lack of coherent guideposts that would allow the more targeted reader to
locate and focus on specific language phenomena of interest. Essay titles
frequently offer no indication as to the topic under discussion below
(e.g., “Кенгуру и верблюды” for a discussion of the misuse of харизм
and бедуин [185–86]). The fact that the publisher opted not to include
even a basic index of key words and phrases makes matters worse. While
the book is, for the most part, an entertaining read from cover to cover,
the language instructor rushing to locate Levontina’s incisive justification
of креатив over творчество will be at a loss in the absence of good
reading notes.
In Nulevye na konchike iazyka, Gasan Guseinov acknowledges the
relatively arbitrary organization of content by structuring the book
around the key words and phrases listed in alphabetical order (which,
along with the keyword index, makes it easy for readers to pick and
choose based on interest and need). Averaging 3-4 pages in length, the
entries feature insightful and engagingly crafted observations on 71
different words and phrases. Although oriented more toward political
discourse than Levontina’s lexicon, the list largely defies categorization,
with entries covering such varied topics as politics (“Власть,”
“Медвепуть, или Тандем,” “Мочить в сортире и выковыривать”),
history (“СССР,” “Сталин и сталинизм—2010”), the Internet (“Блоггер
против блогера,” “Вебдваноль,” “Смайлы, смайлики, лыбики”),
political correctness (“Афророссиянин или негр?” “Женщина без
названия”), international relations (“Беларусь и Белоруссия, но не
трактор,” “Пиндостан”) and trends from everyday speech culture that
have emerged as thorns in the side of Russian language guardians
(“Буква Ё,” “Кто крайный?” “Практически,” “Прописные буквы”).
As with Levontina’s book, the lack of topical coherence is a direct
result of the genre: the book is made up of a series of sketches collected
by Guseinov over years of observation of written and spoken language in
both the public and private spheres, and from the mouths of passengers
on Moscow Oblast commuter trains as well as Russian emigrés from
Guseinov’s second home, Germany. (His linguistic-ethnographic notes
provide for some of the book’s most valuable material, presented in
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transcribed
dialogue
form
under
the
rubric
“Железнодорожноеподслушанное.”) Indeed, one curious notion that
emerges from the book is that colloquial and off-color Russian speech are
alive and well both in and outside of Russia, underscoring the degree to
which Russian has gone global.
As far as language ideology is concerned, Guseinov is hard to pin
down. Although he opens the book with a sketch on Russia’s growing
illiteracy with regard to numerals and their grammar, he rarely comes
across as the didactic purist. At times, as in his recounting overheard
railway conversations and in his sketch on obscenities (mat), he strikes a
romantic tone toward morphological creativity of non-standards speech:
…освободившись от своего буквального значения, этот
бывший мат начал примеривать на себя все богатство русских
приставок, суффиксов, и окончаний, все наши дивные долбо-,
зае-, уе-, остое-, пое-, прие-, -йня, -дец, -тота, -йло, -банат, альник, -бень, -еватый, -оватый, -анутый, -анный, -ёвый, бище, -бический, а такюе значащих слов, легко образующих
незабываемые комбинации, вроде –есос, -еплёт, -добол или –
дочёс. (112)
The impressive list of forms cunningly repositions the debate about mat
from the realm of purism into that of language innovation: Guseinov
goes on to rightly question its widely perceived “non-normative” status,
wondering “How can it be non-normative if it is formed according to the
strict rules of Russian word formation, obeying all the norms?” (113).
Despite the post-modern, alphabetic structure of the book,
Guseinov masterfully sustains the reader’s attention with the seemingly
endless insights on contemporary Russian language and life. Be it an
excursus on инновация and the need for leaders to create “magic words”
(92-94) or a critique of the wrong-mindedness underlying the decision to
rebrand милиция as полиция (150-52), the discussions consistently
venture well beyond the narrow bounds of “proper usage” to undogmatically illustrate the greater import and implications of the
keywords that surround us. His essay on педофильское лобби, the
derogatory euphemism used by pro-Putin parliamentarians in reference
to opponents of state Internet regulation, presciently anticipates the
cynical culture wars initiated by the Russian parliament after the political
turmoil of 2011-2012.
If Levontina’s focus is mainly on the language of everyday life
and Guseinov’s on the language of the public sphere, Maksim
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Krongauz’s Samouchitel’ Olbanskogo describes the slang, linguistic
distortion, and communicative play characteristic of the Russianlanguage Internet—which he misleadingly terms олбанский язык, a term
more frequently used as a synonym for the so-called язык падонков, or
“scumbags’ language.”
Krongauz does devote the first of three parts to the now out-oftrend язык падонков, providing copious texts from the pioneers of sites
like Udaff.com and Fuck.ru that document the origin of most of the main
keywords and the nature of the language play. Specialists will find
themselves wanting for in-depth analysis and will be frustrated by the
near total absence of secondary sources, but Krongauz is quite clear that
his main target audience consists of the few Russians left who are
unfamiliar with the Internet and its language particularities. That said, in
his extended discussion of Padonki slang, Krongauz nicely demonstrates
a) that it requires no trivial level of literacy to master, and b) that the
phenomenon is thus best understood as a language ideology consciously
embracing anti-literacy, rather than a marker of web-based illiteracy.
Rather than wallowing in some sort of orthographic anarchy, would-be
proponents must learn a relatively coherent set of counter rules in order
to employ it properly.
Weighing in on the Internet’s impact on Russian, Krongauz
rightly argues that in some respects it has improved literacy, as it has led
to an increase of writerly output on the part of common citizens (119120). He does see a negative impact, particularly on the current and
future generations of digital natives, who he thinks are more prone to
orthographic errors and lack all sense of “shame” with regard to them
(123-24).
The second section (“О смайликах и других играх с формой”)
provides an historical, structural, and functional overview of the use of
emoticons, rebuses (e.g. 4 for ч), abbreviations (IMHO/ИМХО, LOL,
OMG; and some native Russian creations, such as АПВС [А почему вы
спрашиваете?], СЗОТ [сорри за офф-топ], ОБС [одна бабка сказала]), and
various play with Latin-Cyrillic keyboard inversion (e.g. ЗЫ for P.S.,
лытдыбр for diary) in web-based communications—again targeted at a
mass-market audience either unfamiliar with these graphic novelties or
curious as to their origins.
The third and final section (“О словах и мемах”) tackles a variety
of keywords and memes that have come to us by virtue of the Internet.
Histories and debates about terms such as Internet (capital or small “И"?),
307

Review Essay: Popularizing Russian Language
Michael S. Gorham

blogger (one “г” or ” two?) are of some interest, though could be amply
treated in fewer pages. Of greater interest is the discussion of френд,
лайк, and their various permutations, and the ambiguities and nuances
with regard to their usage (how is френд different from друг?; what
message are you sending when you лайкнуть an article reporting news
that is not necessarily “likable,” such as the death of a widely revered
public figure?). So, too, is the discussion of the parallel worlds of on- and
offline worthy of closer attention—particularly Krongauz’s observation
that the derivation of terms such as оффлайн, в реале, and
развиртуализироваться underscore the degree to which, rather than
creating parallel worlds, the online, virtual world has essentially
supplanted the “real” world (270-72).
Like Levontina and Guseinov, Krongauz is handcuffed by the
generic rules he selects for the book; it is meant as a primer and, as such,
does a good and sometimes excellent job, providing useful background
on existing Internet phenomena (e.g. Превед Медвед!) and at times
introducing terms that readers may not have been aware of in the first
place. But due the fact that, by his own admission, Internet language is
evolving so quickly, the book cannot help but be outdated in places and
the dearth of in-depth linguistic analysis and interpretation makes it of
little value to those interested in unlocking some of the larger issues and
trends underlying specific phenomena. If there is one broader take-home
message in Krongauz’s discussion, it would have to be that oral
discourse is taking over the written word in Internet communication and
often does so in a playful manner. This is precisely why new media is
such fertile territory for debates over the “spoiling” versus the
“enriching” of the Russian language.
While contemporary Russian language culture leaves much
linguistic fuel to stoke the flames of purist alarm, the three books
reviewed here leave readers with the overall impression that a) the
language itself will survive, and b) its users are as much innovators (even
if accidental) as they are contaminators, whose use over time will lead to
language change that every tumultuous period in Russian history has
witnessed and survived. In fact, the continued vibrancy of this genre of
popular books on Russian suggests that lamentations over Russian’s
demise and degradation are premature (though in the future they may
well appear in a different medium). Shortcomings aside, all three books
contain gems of information and insight presented in a highly accessible
and entertaining manner. Time with them is time well spent for any
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teacher or scholar of Russian or contemporary Russia, and sections of the
books, if carefully culled, would most certainly be appropriate for the
advanced language classroom as well.
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Вера
Зверева.
Сетевые
разговоры:
Культурные
коммуникации в Рунете. Slavica Bergensia 10. Ingunn Lunde,
ed. Bergen: University of Bergen, 2012. Illustrations.
Bibliography. 279 pp. $24.50.
For any reader interested in the linguistic and cultural shifts that have
occurred in the Russian language as a result of the explosion of Internet
use in the russophone world, Zvereva’s work, Сетевые разговоры, is
especially apt. In this timely and insightful work, Zvereva employs both
discourse analysis as well as rigorous commentary from the corpus of
work in media and cultural studies to fashion a critical review of current
trends
and
innovations
in
the
use
of
Internet-based
media―predominately via RuNet (.ru)― as a means of initiating and
developing communication. Emphasizing its broad appeal, Zvereva
points to the relevance of the volume for anyone interest in developing a
better understanding of the palpable changes taking place in the
presentation and use of Russian online.
Zvereva cites Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media, his
seminal 1964 work about the inevitable impact of media on global culture,
as the point of departure for her discussion of the transformation of
speech culture by new media. Zvereva’s monograph begins in Chapter
One with an examination of the social network Twitter, and how this
medium of terse, 140-character communication has shaped usage and
meaning in Russian over the past decade. Zvereva uses the example of
the occurrence of the word «дождь» on Twitter, following a prolonged
drought in Russia during the summer of 2010. As the use of the word in
the medium increased exponentially, many users began to post joke
definitions of the word «дождь» in various contexts, such as “’Rain’ is
the new Russian nuclear bomb,” or “’Rain’ is a new brand of vodka,” or
even “’Rain’ is a bear playing the balalaika” (46-47). Zvereva goes on to
conclude that use of this medium for native speakers provides insight
into the eclectic usage and pragmatic choices employed in the typical
tweet (50).
Chapters two and three focus specifically on the use of slang,
jargon, and maledicta frequently encountered on RuNet, especially
among the particular demographic subsets of teenagers and «подонки»,

Вера Зверева. «Сетевые разговоры: Культурные коммуникации в Рунете».
Thomas Garza

the term attributed to the subculture of young Russian Internet users,
who created their own unique language and idiosyncratic usage of the
written language online. The tendency of this latter group, the
«падонки,» is to codify their jargon into a rules-governed “real”
language, and the normalization of many of the shortened forms used by
the group into widespread usage on RuNet (82). Similarly, Zvereva
contends that the online language used most commonly by teenagers has
also developed into its own specific code of communication for young
people interested in forming communities of friends and acquaintances
in online environments. Most significant, in her analysis, is the way
Russian teenagers establish their online identities in these
communications (128).
The question of “self-identity” raised in Chapter Three is further
elucidated in Chapter Four, in which the author tackles the complex
questions surrounding the inevitable creation of online identities, and the
effect of communicating under an assumed virtual autobiography.
Zvereva’s comments focus on the «Живой Журнал,» the Russianlanguage iteration of “LiveJournal,” and the associated game of “100
Facts” through which users establish their online persona. She focuses
her commentary on the tension between the user’s “real” identity and
his/her online virtual “I” persona, and concludes that the RuNet
personae, while often rich in detail and content, fail to create the larger
narrative of a “real” person (162). Still, she credits the “100 Facts”
portraits of «Живой Журнал» as instrumental in the creation of the
online collective that inhabits these contemporary virtual spaces.
For language teachers, Chapter Five provides a particularly
relevant examination of native («наши/свои») user/contributors, and
non-native, or foreign users («чужие») of websites on RuNet. Zvereva
focuses on the delivery of the daily news on Mail.ru and the feature that
allows for user comments to be added and displayed. Of particular
interest is her contention that being perceived as «чужой» did not cause
any difficulties or raise any issues among users (190). Rather, the author
contends, «… опасение и нежелание признать другого как 'своего' –
указывает на глубину кризиса социальности, который переживали
россияне в конце 'нулевых' годов (190). Zvereva also includes in this
chapter a particularly rich supplement of user commentaries from a
variety of news items on the site.
In Chapter Six, Zvereva takes on Russia’s largest social
networking site, «В Контакте,» in examining the way contemporary
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Russians remember and talk about the Soviet past online. The matrix-like
construct of sites like “Facebook” or «В Контакте» creates a logical space
for related individuals to recall, report, and comment on
(re)constructions of the past and generates, as Zvereva posits, an “online
memory” (235). The ease in creating live blogs or wikis on sites such as
these facilitates discussions of past events and gives new life to the
telling of the stories of an individual and collective past.
While not primarily intended as a methodological handbook for
the language classroom, for teachers, researchers, and learners interested
in fully integrating cultural literacy and norms of contemporary usage
into their teaching or learning of Russian, Zvereva’s Setevye razgovory
provides invaluable insight into the most productive sphere of online
communication. The volume is rich in examples and original sources
from RuNet that give ballast to its overarching premise: «Средство
коммуникации, Сеть, все больше становится содержанием новой
формы идентификации пользователей» (254). Such a contention could
not be more apt for 21st century language teachers charged with creating
students who are not only proficient users of the language, but also are
prepared to participate in a fully global community.
Thomas J. Garza
University of Texas at Austin
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